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This dissertation examines the agency of wild native plants and plant materials by following 
their interactions with humans.  Specifically, I worked with Tuscarora artists and artisans in 
Robeson County, North Carolina, who use wild native plants in their art, to learn what 
contributions the plants and plant materials make to Tuscarora political struggles.  My data 
collection methods were ethnobotanical, and included ethnographic interviews with Tuscarora 
artists, the collection and identification of wild native plants on which the Tuscarora artists rely 
for materials, visits to the artists’ studios, participatory observation of arts sales, and observation 
and participation in Tuscarora political struggles.  I took an actor-network approach to tracing a 
network that includes the plants and plant materials, the collector, the artist, the buyer, the 
political activist, and the politician.  In my analysis, which relied on nonmodern, more-than-
human ontology, or cosmopolity, I worked with Bruno Latour, Marisol de la Cadena, Keith 
Basso, Alfred Gell, and Kriti Sharma, among other scholars.  I concluded that the agency of 
plants and people are mutually constitutive, emerging in each other in ways that make the plants’ 
and people’s actions contingent on each other.  Plants and plant materials make a contribution to 
Tuscarora political efforts when the arts that they constitute help to tell the story of the 
community and add to the fame of the Tuscarora.  This work makes a contribution to scholarship 
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on indigenous people and the political agency of plants, and calls for future research on the rights 
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 
 
The Tuscarora Indians of North Carolina have for centuries faced social and natural forces 
that have sought to erase them through war, epidemic, land loss, impoverishment, ecological 
degradation of their landscapes, and lack of government recognition as an “authentic” American 
Indian tribe or nation (Greenbaum 1991). 
And yet the Tuscarora of Robeson County, North Carolina, have a set of practices that link 
them with The Tuscarora Nation that fought an unsuccessful four-year war against colonial 
invaders in the 18th Century (LaVere 2013).  Their genealogical records trace back to the time of 
the Tuscarora diaspora immediately after the war, when many of the Tuscarora rejoined their 
Iroquois relations in the North to form a sixth nation in their Confederacy in what is now New 
York, while others remained behind in Carolina (TTNC 1989).  Their social structure favors that 
of the New York Tuscarora, organized along matrilineal clans, unlike the patriarchal political 
organization of some other North Carolina tribes (Sider 2003; Tammy Jones, Tuscarora elder, 
personal communication, 2016).  And like their forebears, they still today rely on the few 
remaining swamps for fish and fowl, plants and wood, to help feed their families and carve 
objects of use and beauty (Sara Maxwell ethnographic interviews with Tuscarora artists, 2014-
2016; Maxwell 2017).  So despite decades of the Robeson County Tuscaroras’ as-yet-
unsuccessful struggles for government recognition, “in all this they too are fashioning a 
sovereignty that is their own to make and to have” (Sider 2003, lxiii), a sovereignty that the 
government cannot bestow and cannot take away. 
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Meanwhile, the forests and wetlands that the Tuscarora have relied on for centuries for 
sustenance and for materials to make objects of use and beauty are steadily being converted to 
monocrop agriculture, urban subdivisions, and other developments.  The wetlands are being 
drained (Maxwell 2017).  And this is happening in an ecosystem that ecologists acknowledge is 
one of the world’s most biodiverse (Noss et al. 2015; Palmquist, Peet, and Weakley 2014).  And 
yet, Tuscarora artists and artisans are still today making use of wild native plants to provide the 
materials for their arts and crafts.  Elisha Locklear carves the base of the tupelo tree (Nyssa sp.) 
into bread bowls; Rick Jones carves smoking-pipe heads out of greenbrier rhizomes (Smilax 
laurifolia L.); Francine Jones peels and inscribes cypress knees (Taxodium distichum L.) to make 
sculptures. 
As an ethnobotanist, I am interested in the ways that people use plants.  Ethnobotanists have 
historically been preoccupied with the economic importance various wild-sourced plants have 
had for traditional and indigenous communities (Maslin et al. 1998, Sunderland and Ndoye 2004, 
Walsh and Douglas 2011), or else with the extent of the communities’ ecological knowledge 
(Nazarea 1999, Ladio and Lozada 2009, Gómez-Baggethun and Reyes-García 2013).  In my 
course work during the same period, I learned to question the divide between nature and culture 
(Latour 1993, Whatmore 2002, Ogden 2011), and began paying attention the political activities 
of things or beings that Western thinkers have heretofore generally relegated to the world of 
nature (Stengers 2005, Cadena 2010).  My readings inspired me to consider the plants who 
supply the artists’ materials, and the plant materials themselves, in a new light:  What political 
work do these plants and plant materials do?  In what ways do they collaborate with the 
Tuscarora in their political struggles?  I found that the plants, plant materials, and Tuscarora 
artists co-create their political worlds.  In other words, using terminology developed by Kriti 
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Sharma (2015), their actions are contingent upon each other.  The art helps tell the story of the 
Tuscarora to other tribes and to the settler state.  But the materials do not sit there mutely waiting 
for the artists to shape them into something meaningful for other humans.  Working with Alfred 
Gell, I argue that the artist’s materials -- the plant materials -- call upon the artist to make them 
into politically powerful art.  They “cause the artist to produce” an image (Gell 1998, page 99). 
This dissertation is a consideration of the agency of beings that Western scholars have not 
traditionally thought of as having agency:  plants and plant materials.  The plant provides the 
plant materials to the artist, and the artist fashions the plant materials into objects of use and 
beauty.  But the plant does not always willingly or enthusiastically provide these materials, even 
if parting with these materials does not necessarily kill the plant.  A 2017 plant collection activity 
undertaken with a Tuscarora artist revealed how reticent the greenbrier is to part with its rhizome 
(a horizontal underground stem).  Hours of shovel work left the artist injured, and the researcher 
exhausted.  So while the plant is the ultimate supplier of the artist’s materials, the plant may not 
supply the materials enthusiastically.  And its protest is an expression of its agency.  The plant 
does not always have the power to keep its rhizome.  But it does have the power to protest over 
its removal.  
In Robeson County, I encountered a number of human and non-human actors who are 
relevant to this story.  There are the plants, inhabiting wetlands and forests that are constantly 
diminishing or under threat (Earley 2004, Maxwell 2017).  There are the plants’ collectors.  
There are the artists and artisans, who craft objects of use and beauty out of the plant materials, 
but are also politically active in Tuscarora society.  There are the art’s buyers.  And there are the 
human politicians, whether indigenous or part of the settler state.  All of these actors form a 
network.  However, it is not a network of randomly situated nodes.  This network accomplishes 
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something.  In a 1996 explanation of actor-network theory (ANT), Bruno Latour stated that 
something must happen in this network, in order for it to be considered an actor-network:  “ANT 
makes use of some of the simplest properties of nets and then adds to it an actor that does some 
work...” (371).  The work that is accomplished in the network I outline is in the name of 
Tuscarora sovereignty and their struggle for recognition. 
Nor is this network static, with actors obediently maintaining their places.  I argue that it is a 
dynamic network.  The network changes the actor.  Sarah Whatmore traced what happened to a 
species of crocodile, Caiman latirostris, as it moved from the river in the wild, through elaborate 
human networks of fashion design and fabrication, of wildlife conservation and “sustainable 
use,” until it finally ended up as a purse in the fashion leather market of Milan (Whatmore 2002).  
Whatmore refers to the “becoming” of “Caiman latirostris in the networks of sustainable use” 
(see Figure 3.1) (my emphasis).  I argue that Taxodium distichum, for example, the swamp 
cypress, undergoes a similar transformation as it travels from the wetland, through human 
networks of inscription (being turned into art), sale, display, and political performance (see 
Figure 5.1).  I call this the “Becoming” of “Taxodium distichum in the networks of care.”  Just 
like the crocodile, the species is no more the tree in the wild than it is a cypress knee with the 
power to impress a human politician. 
As we can expect from a plant that is both “natural” and “social,” those things that make the 
plants well-adapted in the forest make them useful to the artists as well.  According to Elisha 
Locklear, the water-inundated base of the tupelo tree is good for making bread bowls because the 
wood is light and porous, and contains no secondary metabolites, and thus does not change the 
flavor of the dough.  According to Rick Jones, the greenbrier rhizome is good for making pipe 
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heads because it is fire proof and water proof.  The rhizome must be, in order to survive in a 
place frequently inundated and regularly beset by fire.   
I employed ethnobotanical data gathering methods for this dissertation.  These included 
ethnographic interviews with Tuscarora artists and artisans, and the collection and identification 
of the plants the artists use, and their accession to an herbarium.  However, I consider this study 
a multispecies ethnography (see Kirksey 2014) in the sense that I believe I am querying the 
plants and plant materials as well as the artists.  I do this by observing the interactions of the 
plants and plant materials with the artists at the points of collection and in the artists’ studios.  
This allowed me to explore the ways in which the plants and the materials co-created the 
politically active pieces of art with the artists.   
A chapter-by-chapter discussion of the rest of the dissertation’s contents follows. 
Chapter 2:  Background contains a capsule history of the Tuscarora and a short natural 
history of Robeson County.  I introduce my research questions here.  Chapter 4:  Methodology 
describes my ethnobotanical data gathering methods and their relevance to my research 
questions.  I also describe the practical steps I took to support my analysis, such as coding and 
memoing.  Here, I also explore the fieldwork challenges I encountered, including interlocutors 
and potential interlocutors running askance of the law, or not having the knowledge sets I 
expected to find, and artists not always collecting their own plant materials in the forest.  My 
challenges witnessing the actual collection of materials, and the interaction between plants and 
collectors, led to a major shift in my argument to include the agency of plant materials in the 
political lives of the Tuscarora.  In effect, I spent far more time watching the artists interacting 
with the plant materials than with the plants from which they came. 
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Throughout the dissertation, I often mention collecting:  Collecting plants, and collecting 
data, for example.  In Chapter 4, I also point out that collecting is not the point of this 
dissertation.  This dissertation bears witness to the knowledge my collaborators and I produced 
together.  That is what ethnography is about. 
Chapter 3 provides a literature review and lays out my theoretical framework.  It is divided 
into three sections, corresponding to my three empirical chapters.  I introduce the three sections 
adjacent to their corresponding chapters here.  In Chapter 3.1 Network, I define an actor-network 
and provide an extended discussion of material agency and bridging the nature-culture divide, 
with the help of Bruno Latour.  And I connect this with the assemblage of gladesman hunter, 
mangroves, alligators, water, and public officials that Laura Ogden described (2011), and go on 
to describe the dynamic nature of networks in Sarah Whatmore’s world, whereby the crocodile 
Caiman latirostris becomes a purse (2002).  In Chapter 5:  Following the Network, I describe the 
network in which the plant and plant materials collaborate politically with the Tuscarora.  The 
network includes the plant, the plant materials, the collector/artist/political activist, the buyer, 
and the politician.  The chapter is divided into parts based on these actors.  I relate relevant 
fieldwork experiences and data:  a plant-sample-gathering trip; Rick Jones’s participation at the 
One Fire Council, an event that brought together different Tuscarora factions; an art sale; and a 
meeting between the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina and a settler state politician that 
allowed the plant to intervene directly in the political lives of the Tuscarora and the settler state.  
Maps and a table speak to the propagation of plants and plant materials through human networks. 
In Chapter 3.2:  Plant and Plant Materials Agency, I discuss various treatments of nonhuman 
agency, or more-than-human agency, in the literature.  I describe the assemblage around Rick 
Jones during a rhizome-harvesting trip, and unpack the significance of plant agency in Actor-
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Network Theory.  I explore concepts of interdependence developed by biologist and philosopher 
Kriti Sharma (2015), and argue that the plant materials engage the artist in the studio in ways that 
involve all five senses.  I bring in Carla Hustak’s and Natasha Myers’s concept of affective 
ecologies to describe the interaction between species in the studio (2012), and explore the agency 
of the work of art using the work of Gell (1998), via Despret (2016).   
In Chapter 6, I describe a rhizome-collecting trip that left Rick Jones with a back injury, and 
me, exhausted.  The Smilax laurifolia (greenbrier) did not want to part with its rhizome.  I briefly 
examine the agency of a plant that can display such resistance, and describe in detail Rick 
Jones’s work on a Smilax rhizome in his studio.  I relate the sensual interaction between the plant 
materials and the artist to Hustak and Myers’ description of the interaction between orchids and 
their pollinators (2012).  Since I eventually bought the smoking pipe that Rick began to carve 
that day, I explain that I also am part of the network I describe in this dissertation.  I describe a 
bread bowl carving session with Elisha Locklear, who appears to ascribe a certain agency to his 
work of art by describing it as having a “cocky” attitude.  In a cypress knee carving session, 
Francine Scott discusses the agency of her ancestors in her works of art.  I describe the revelation 
of Mother Earth in a cypress knee, and show that humans collaborate with Francine’s ancestors 
to reveal her.   
In Chapter 3.3:  Cosmopolity, I briefly describe a burgeoning field of inquiry called ‘vegetal 
politics’ (and ‘vegetal political ecology), and go on to discuss the agency of things in human 
political lives in the literature:  Bruno Latour’s “Parliament of Things” (1993), Marisol de la 
Cadena’s Earth Beings (2015).  I go on to explore various concepts of “self” (Kohn 2013), and 
the agency of place (Basso 1996).  A little more detailed is my discussion of Alfred Gell’s 
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concept of the agency of a work of art, which involves the figure calling upon the artist to carve 
it (1998).   
In Chapter 7:  Plants’ and Plant Materials’ Roles in the Political Lives of the Tuscarora, I 
discuss the cypress knee that impresses a settler politician, and explore in greater detail the 
activities of Rick Jones and his greenbrier smoking pipe at the One Fire Council.  I delve into 
Elisha Locklear’s concept of “Indianness,” and his premium on indigenous ecological 
knowledge.  I tell the story of Locklear’s and Jones’s collaborations with founding leaders of the 
American Indian Movement (AIM), and show how Francine Scott’s sympathetic relationship 
with her dying sister’s nurse, a member of a different Native American tribe, is as political an 
activity as the male interlocutors’ collaboration with world-renowned militant activists (AIM).    
In Chapter 8:  Conclusion, I take up once again the study’s major findings, and discuss the 
disadvantages for an indigenous people of pursuing recognition on the settler state’s terms.  















                                                                                                                                                                          Sources:  Google Maps, politicsnc.com 
 
Robeson County lies on the Inner Coastal Plain of North Carolina, a transition zone between 
the mesic forests of the Piedmont and the tide-dependent vegetation of the Outer Coastal Plain 
(Ross 1993).  Historically a land of swamps and pine forests, the region was so overgrown and 
near-impenetrable during the colonial era that it was the last part of the Carolina Colony to fall 
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under imperial control.  Meanwhile, it was a haven for American Indians fleeing war and 
epidemic diseases, escaped African-American slaves, and settlers on the run from colonial 
authorities (Lowery 2010).   
Centuries of cohabitation in Robeson County resulted in the amalgamation of cohesive 
indigenous communities, intimately connected to farming, family social networks, and affective 
relationships with their landscapes.  While dismissed derisively by some 20th century 
anthropologists as “tri-racial isolates” (Beale 1972, Greenbaum 1991, DeMarce 1993),  they 
prided themselves in their indigenous roots (Blu 2001, Oakley 2005).  While they came together 
from many different American Indian tribes and nations and lost the original languages that they 
spoke, adopting English instead, they coalesced into coherent indigenous communities.  Many of 
them are known today as the Lumbee Tribe, which with a tribal membership of over 50,000 is 
the most populous American Indian tribe east of the Mississippi (United States Census 2010).  
Other Native American people in the county claim direct descent from the Tuscarora of the 18th 
Century, and still call themselves Tuscarora today.  Their population in 1980 was estimated at 
11,000 (TTNC 1989). 
Tuscarora History 
With its temperate climate and fertile soils, the Carolina Colony became in the 18th Century a 
plantation economy that represented one of the points in the Triangle Trade that enriched 
England and other European colonial powers in the Atlantic world.  Carolina rice, tobacco, and 
cotton became staples of trans-oceanic trade (Carney 2009).  As the colonists saw it, American 
Indians were more often than not stumbling blocks in this burgeoning enterprise (LeMaster and 
Wood 2013).  As colonists pushed to open up more and more lands westward from the Atlantic 
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coast for agriculture, the colony’s indigenous peoples rarely gave up control of their 
communities without protest. 
Landmark in this shifting struggle was The Tuscarora War (1711 to 1715) (LaVere 2013).  It 
was the culmination of decades of a deteriorating settler-indigenous relationship, following 
numerous Tuscarora protests over land encroachment and other grievances.  The powerful and 
well-organized Tuscarora Nation, in the eastern coastal plain of the Carolina Colony, was a 
major impediment to the Colony’s westward ambitions.  The devastating war, including the vast 
massacre of Tuscarora prisoners of war at Fort Neoheroka, resulted in the forced migration of 
many of the colonies’ Tuscarora for the North, where they eventually rejoined their cousins to 
form the sixth nation in the Iroquois Confederacy (New York’s Tuscarora are today federally 
recognized) (LaVere 2013).  Some of those who remained settled on a small state reservation in 
eastern North Carolina.  The state closed that reservation early in the 19th Century, and according 
to documentary sources, many of those Tuscarora departed for the North as well (Wallace 2012). 
White repression in the South before and in the first decades after the Civil War resulted in 
Native Americans in North Carolina deemphasizing their indigenous ancestry and identity 
(Lowery 2010).  This was as true in Robeson County as it was in the rest of the state, and it was a 
major cause of loss of perishable knowledge of indigenous languages and ways.  Robeson 
County’s modern-day Tuscarora base their connection to the 18th-Century Nation on 
genealogical records linking them to Tuscarora forebears, and emphasize their more recent link 
to 22 people in the county whom a Smithsonian Institution researcher declared “more than half 
Indian by blood” in the 1930’s (Ibid.)   
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The Robeson Tuscaroras’ politically militant stance and tactics have over the decades led 
them to friction with other Native American communities in the county, including the Lumbee 
Tribe.  Landmark in their militant activism has been their close connection to the American 
Indian Movement and their collaboration in the 1972 protest occupation of the offices of the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs in Washington DC (Sider 2003).  Also notable was the 1988 occupation 
by two Tuscarora activists – Eddie Hatcher and Timothy Jacobs – of the offices of the 
Robesonian newspaper in Lumberton.  The two said they took over the offices to call attention to 
corruption in the county (Sisk and Hardy 1997). 
Living in what is today one of the most agricultural counties (by percentage of land area) and 
the 2nd-most impoverished county in the state (NCDA 2008, United States Census 2010), 
Robeson County American Indians struggle with a legacy of oppression, neglect, racism, and 
poverty.  Meanwhile, many of the wetlands and pine savannas which once were an important 
source of game, fish, and non-timber forest products, have been converted into soy and corn 
farms.  And yet a persistent group of wildcrafting Tuscarora artists across the spectrum of 
Tuscarora communities in Robeson County have kept alive traditions of crafting sculptures, 
bread bowls, pipes, and other objects from the wild native plants in the local swamps.  These 
plants keep alive the Tuscarora connection to the land, and may just play an important role in the 
Robeson Tuscarora quest for recognition. 
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Natural History of Robeson County 
Figure 2.2:  Robeson County land cover 
 
                                                                                                                       Sources:  Rains, Lawrence, and Maddox 2010; U.S. Geological Survey.   
 
This map of Robeson County’s land cover types shows how prominent the crop land and wetlands are.  Dry forest 
is relatively rare in the county.   
 
The following imparts an encapsulated version of the recent natural history of Robeson 
County, and of recent human impacts on the landscape. 
Robeson County lies at the western edge of the inner Coastal Plain of North Carolina 
(LeGrand 2009), well above the upper reaches of tidewater, but still within the area once covered 
by sea, when the sea level was much higher at a warmer time aeons ago (Earley 2004).  The 
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county forms the local western border of an approximately 100-mile-wide coastal plain that 
stretches along the Atlantic coast of the southeastern states, and along the Gulf of Mexico well 
past the Mississippi River.  This coastal plain is the historic home of a once extensive biome 
called the Longleaf Pine Savanna (Pinus palustris Mill.).  These mighty trees, reaching to over 
100 feet tall, with leaves that can grow to a foot-and-a-half in length, and cones the size of house 
cats, used to be the dominant plant species in a vast ecosystem that formed the oceanic border of 
a substantial part of this continent (Jose et al. 2006). 
A European explorer through what today is known as North Carolina in the early 18th 
Century described Tuscarora and other indigenous people using longleaf pine bark to make 
houses and to cover the dead.  The wood of the tree was a prime source of cooking fire fuel 
(Lawson 1709). 
The longleaf pine savanna was marked by an open canopy and a park-like vegetation 
structure, with towering longleaf pines spaced wide apart, and the understory marked by a 
variety of herbaceous species but hardly any woody understory layer.  The ecological element 
that was an architect of this vegetation structure was fire that periodically swept through the 
undergrowth but did not kill the hardy longleaf pine (Early 2004).  The near-absence of a woody 
understory in the southeastern coastal plain allows plenty of light to reach the ground, and allows 
for a profusion of fire-adapted grasses and other herbaceous species, which makes this ecosystem 
one of the most ecologically diverse on the continent, with about 6,000 vascular plant taxa, 
representing about a quarter of North American plant species north of Mexico (Peet 2006; 
Palmquist, Peet, and Weakley 2014, Noss et al. 2015).  Notable among the fire-adapted 
understory plants are wiregrass (Aristida stricta Michx.), a profusion of herbaceous plants 
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producing colorful flowers, and carnivorous plants, including many species of pitcher plants and 
the Venus fly trap (Dionaea muscipula Sol. ex J.Ellis 1768), endemic to North Carolina. 
With colonization came rapid and accelerating changes to the landscape.  The Robeson 
County natural and cultural landscapes today are as much a product of millions of years of 
evolution as they are of colonial exploitation, development for agriculture, and other export-
oriented uses. 
Already early in the 18th Century, the longleaf pine, also known as pitch pine, was famous 
for its resinous sap, useful in the manufacture of tar, pine, and turpentine, all useful in the naval 
stores industry (Lawson 1709).  These materials sealed the cracks in the hulls of wooden ships 
and served various other maintenance purposes on ships.  Almost the entire ecosystem fell victim 
over the centuries to exploitation for the worldwide naval stores industry. Carolina exported 70 
percent of the naval stores from the American colonies, and from 1720 to 1870, North Carolina 
was the most important producer of naval stores in the world (Earley 2004).  Extraction of the 
pitch involved scarring the tree near its base and allowing the pitch to bleed slowly into a 
container at the bottom.  The process generally killed the tree. 
The savanna in Robeson County largely yielded to farms, roads, towns, and railroads.  But 
not all parts of the longleaf pine savanna were equally accessible.  The savanna is a complex 
ecosystem that in North Carolina also included cypress-gum swamps along the rivers and 
pocosins, which are mysterious teardrop-shaped depressions (up to a mile in diameter) with their 
own soggy ecosystems.   
The swamps in particular presented drainage challenges to enterprising farmers.  Toward the 
end of the 19th Century, a nationwide swamp drainage movement, emboldened by rhetoric 
borrowed from the hygienist movement of the same era, started a wave of swamp drainage in the 
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eastern United States that would not reach its peak until well into the 20th Century (Maxwell 
2017).  The most ambitious project in Robeson County, and the one that would have the greatest 
ecological impacts, was the Back Swamp drainage project.  The Back Swamp was a vast body of 
water and reservoir of biodiversity that stretched for 15 miles across the southern half of the 
county.  It was largely drained in a major public works project that was erected from 1913 to 
1918 (Maxwell 2017). 
Preparatory research leading up to the drainage indicated that there were still substantial 
forests in Robeson County, but many of these areas were under water.  A 1909 soil survey stated 
that large areas of land (largely swamp land) were as yet undeveloped for agriculture (Hearn 
1909).  The county’s fertile loamy soil, brought in by the sea over many thousands of years, was 
a great draw for the region’s farmers. In the first half of the 20th Century, much of the Back 
Swamp yielded to farms and other establishments.  Top crops were cotton, corn, wheat, and 
“truck crops” such as fruits and vegetables (Robeson Soil and Water Conservation District 
1965).   
A 1960 master’s thesis in botany at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill provides 
an informative snapshot of the county’s flora in the middle of the century (Britt 1960).  Longleaf 
pine was by this time limited to isolated stands in the sand hills of the northwest corner of the 
county.  Other notable plant communities in the county included the pine-oak forest, dominated 
by loblolly pine (Pinus taeda L.) and post oak (Quercus stellata Wangenh. 1787), and savannah, 
not dominated by longleaf pine.  The savannah was described as very sparse in trees, with the 
only tree being loblolly or pond pine (Pinus serotina Michx.).  Other plant communities 
described included the pocosin, dominated by loblolly and pond pines.  These frequently 
inundated areas have a dense understory consisting largely of broad-leaved evergreen shrubs.  
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The bay forest is dominated by black gum (Nyssa biflora Walter) and tulip poplar (Liriodendron 
tulipifera L.).  The author also made a brief reckoning of the county’s swamp forests, which still 
today follow the Lumber River through the county.  This vegetation community at the time was 
dominated by black willow (Salix nigra Marshall), river birch (Betula nigra L.), and swamp 
cypress (Taxodium distichum (L.) Rich.), along and near the banks of the river.  Herbaceous 
species were few, and the author noted Spanish moss (Tillandsia usneoides (L.) L., 1762) 
(actually a lichen) draped over the trees. 
By 1965, government officials had begun documenting the environmental changes and 
problems that the county’s vast Back Swamp drainage project had caused (Robeson Soil and 
Conservation District 1965).  In a document meant to inspire governments and land owners to 
fund a renovation of the infrastructure, federal researchers documented erosion and siltation 
found on farms across the drainage district.  These soil problems were due to accelerated runoff 
of rainwater after the removal of deep-rooted vegetation that had acted as a natural filter when 
the area was a wetland.  According to the plan, half of the watershed’s acreage was still forested, 
but actual forested swamp had become rare.  Few waterfowl used the drained swamp, and the 
quality of the remaining fish habitat was low (Ibid.)  The ensuing renovation works helped 
combat the erosion and siltation problems, but did little for the forest or for wildlife. 
In the second decade of the new millennium, environmental studies have revealed that the 
drainage project is unfortunately an excellent carrier of chemical runoff from farms into the 
watershed (NCDENR 2010).  Fertilizers and pesticides carried downstream kill 
macroinvertebrates (larger insects, which are good indicators of overall ecosystem health), fish, 
and many other life forms (NCDENR 2010, O’Driscoll 2012).  Over the last several decades, 
there has been a sea change in public and scientific perceptions of swamps – now called 
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wetlands.  The Clean Water Act of 1972 enshrines protections for the nation’s waters, including 
wetlands.  But the change came too late for the Back Swamp.  Drainage projects are 
grandfathered in (O’Driscoll 2012). 
The Back Swamp drainage project brought more farms to the southern half of the county, but 
it has in recent decades also been the site of other types of infrastructure.  Interstate 74 now 
bisects the drainage district, and some landowners have begun to carve out subdivisions near the 
county seat of Lumberton (Robeson County Tax Department GIS). 
Nevertheless, some natural, unpopulated areas remain throughout the county.  An inventory 
of natural areas in the county completed in 2009 reveals that the plants Tuscarora artists use to 
make art, consisting of some of the inner coastal plain’s most common species, are still to be 
found in the county (LeGrand 2009).  Swamp cypress (Taxodium distichum (L.) Rich.), whose 
knees are used to make sculptures, can still be found in the cypress-gum swamps along the 
Lumber River.  Greenbrier (Smilax laurifolia L.), whose rhizomes1 are used to make pipe heads, 
is found in streamhead pocosins.  Tupelo gum (Nyssa aquatica L.) is also found in the cypress-
gum swamp.  Tupelo is used to carve bread bowls.  And water oak (Quercus nigra L. 1753 not 
DuRoi 1772), used to make mortars and pestles, can be found in fire-suppressed areas, such as 
the dry outer portion of a Carolina Bay (pocosin) (all LeGrand 2009). 
The people of Robeson County, including its American Indian residents, benefited from the 
development that built a modern society in the area.  Farms, pine product extraction, and other 
businesses, financed the social reproduction of the county’s diverse and complex communities.  
However, memories of the swamps run deep, and the Lumbee Tribe in the county sees the 
 
1 A horizontally growing underground stem, which in the case of Smilax laurifolia, is packed 
with nutritive tissue.  After fire passes, the plant can grow anew. 
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longleaf pine as an important enough symbol of its culture that the pinecone patchwork, derived 
from the shape of the longleaf pine cone, is the tribe’s official symbol (Lumbee artist, personal 
communication). 
Meanwhile, Tuscarora artists bemoan the continued decimation of some of the last few 
remaining stands of forest, and the continuing water pollution emanating from the county’s 
chemically intensive farms (Tuscarora artists, personal communications).  While Robeson 
County’s American Indian communities took part in the extractive activities that removed much 
of the forest from the county, the forest still plays an important role in local peoples’ imaginaries 
of personal and community identity, a “way it was” to which they at times hearken back. 
Today’s Tuscarora in the county remember collecting driftwood and notable objects, fishing, 
hunting, and collecting berries and other edibles and useful materials, in the forests around their 
houses (collaborator interviews and personal communications).  Tuscarora elder and artist Elisha 
Locklear remembers growing up near the Lumber River, which was a source of recreation and 
sustenance for him and his family: 
My family didn’t put a name on it because the creek to us was just part of our life.  
It was an everyday thing, we fished there day and night.  We could fish at night or 
in the daytime.  We swam in it during the summer time.  We didn’t have any air 
conditioning so, we would go in the field working, get hot in the middle of the 
day, we would go in the river, jump in the river to cool off, and come home and 
have lunch and go back to the field working.  And in the wintertime we hunted 
and fished.  We could go in the swamp, in the river at night with a boat and a 
light, gigging2 and killing fish, we could go and set hooks in the river, all these 
things.  We probably had at least a dozen ways to catch fish (Locklear 2015). 
 
The Role of the Tuscarora, and a Network that Strengthens Them 
 
2 Fishing with a spear. 
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Leon Locklear, chief of the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina, fashions knives using the 
wood of native swamp trees even as he leads a recognition campaign within the North Carolina 
Commission of Indian Affairs.  Elisha Locklear3 carves bread kneading bowls out of the trunk of 
the tupelo (Nyssa sp.) and mortars and pestles out of the wood of the red water oak (Quercus 
nigra L.) while, as vice chairman of the Tuscarora Tribe of North Carolina, he helped compile a 
federal petition for Tuscarora recognition (Tuscarora Tribe of North Carolina 1989).  Francine 
Scott carves sculptures out of the knees that buttress cypress trees (Taxodium distichum (L.) 
Rich.) in swampy soil. Rick Jones carves smoking pipes out of greenbrier rhizomes (Smilax 
laurifolia L. 1753 not Roxb. 1832.) 
 
3 Leon Locklear and Elisha Locklear bear no close familial relation to each other.  Locklear is 
one of the most common names in Robeson County, and a substantial number of Native 
Americans in the county are Locklears, including Tuscaroras, Lumbees, and members of other 
tribes. 
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Figure 2.3:  The plants and the artists 
 
 
Swamp cypress, Taxodium distichum (L.) Rich. 
 
Francine Scott decorates a cypress-
knee sculpture 
 
Tupelo gum, Nyssa biflora 
 
 
Elisha Locklear carves a breadbowl 
out of tupelo 
                       Sources:  http://www.wilderness.net/NWPS/enlargeAndDetails?id=2466; dendro.cnre.vt.edu.  Artist photos by Sara Maxwell. 
 
The same qualities that make the plants well-adapted to their environments make them useful 
and aesthetically pleasing as objects of practical use and as objects of art.  The wood in the base 
of the trunk of the tupelo, which is frequently waterlogged, is light and porous, so as to allow 
water to flow through but not rot the wood.  It also carries no plant-derived chemicals, because 
the manufacture of alkaloids, terpenoids and other defenses against herbivory would be pointless 
in a part of the plant in which the chemicals would likely be flushed out.  This also makes it ideal 
for fashioning bread kneading bowls, being light enough for a small person to carry, and having 
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a quality of wood that will not impart its own flavor to the dough.  Indeed, the wood is 
impervious to the rotting odor and flavor of food stuffs as well, according to Elisha Locklear.  
Similarly, greenbrier rhizomes are both water- and fire-proof, making them suitable for the 
manufacture of smoking pipes (Tuscarora artists, personal communications). 
The tension between historical, political, and cultural forces that would erase North 
Carolina’s Tuscarora, and Tuscarora persistence in the face of such societal and ecological 
pressure, prompted for me a trio of questions which I explored in my fieldwork. 
RQ 1:  The Actors in a Network  
A 1956 Act of Congress declared all American Indians in Robeson County and adjoining 
counties to be Lumbee Indians (Public Law 570, Chapter 375).  At this time, popular lore held 
that the constituent elements of the Tuscarora Nation had migrated North in the 18th Century to 
reform in what is now New York and Ontario, except for a small reservation of short tenure in 
North Carolina, which dissolved late in the 18th Century, and most of whose members also 
departed for the North (Wallace 2012, LeMaster and Wood (Eds.) 2013).  Robeson County’s 
Native Americans have had trouble gaining settler government recognition as sovereign 
communities.  The Lumbees enjoy state recognition and only limited federal recognition.  The 
county’s Tuscarora enjoy neither state nor federal recognition. 
Given this, what actors contribute to Tuscarora persistence and cultural resilience in the 
county?  Why do 11,000 local residents still lay claim to Tuscarora ancestry, which according to 
many historical accounts includes famed anti-Southern-white-establishment Reconstruction-era 
outlaw Henry Berry Lowry (Evans 1995)?  Indigeneity has always been an unstable category in 
the United States (Clifford 1988, Oakley 2005, Bailey 2008).  Who counts as an “authentic” 
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American Indian has often been subject to the arbitrary rubrics of a colonizing power.  What 
have been the factors contributing to the world of the Tuscarora?  Not only humans are active in 
these processes.  RQ 1: What actors contribute to Tuscarora persistence and cultural 
resilience? 
RQ 2:  Wild Native Plants and Plant Materials, the Tuscarora, and Agency 
Robeson County is home to some of the most biodiverse and threatened landscapes on Earth.  
At the same time, Tuscarora artists are using materials from some of the plants that are important 
parts of these threatened ecosystems.  What is the exact nature of the relationship between these 
plants and plant materials, and the artists?  How do they interact? Conservation of these 
ecosystems is important, for they have fed, clothed, and housed the local people for centuries.  It 
is in an endeavor to better understand the interactions between the Tuscarora and their physical 
environment that I ask, RQ 2:  How do plants and plant materials express their agency in 
their interactions with Tuscarora artists? 
RQ 3:  Wild-Native-Plant-and-Tuscarora Cosmopolity 
Studies of the tri-racial American Indian communities of the Southeast have tended to focus 
on social aspects, such as a mixed-race community’s navigation of the Jim Crow racial system 
(Greenbaum 1991).  Other researchers have analyzed these communities in the context of 
capitalist hegemony (Sider 2003).  Few have approached these communities from the point-of-
view of material culture (Croom 1982 and 1992, Boughman and Oxendine 2003, Johnson 2004).  
References in the literature to North Carolina Tuscarora material culture tend to be 
archaeological studies focusing on pre-Columbian practices (Byrd 1997 and 1999, Magoon 
1999). And previous researchers have not extended the social to include the environment, to 
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include the materials from which today’s Robeson County Tuscarora artists draw in order to 
create their art.  Responding to these lacunae in the scholarly literature, I ask: RQ 3:  Do wild 
native plants and plant materials play a role in the political lives of the Tuscarora? 
In CHAPTER 4:  METHODOLOGY, I will discuss the data-gathering and analytical 
methodologies I used to answer the research questions.  But first, in Chapter 3:  Foundations, I 






CHAPTER 3:  FOUNDATIONS 
 
The Foundations Chapter has three parts, which provide the theoretical framework for and 
are parallel to the empirical Chapters 5, 6, and 7. With those chapters in mind, sections are 
entitled Chapter 3.1‘Network,’ Chapter 3.2 ‘Plant and Plant Materials Agency,’ and Chapter 3.3 
‘Cosmopolity.’  Therefore, it is suggested that the reader skip between chapters, reading Chapter 
3.1 immediately before reading Chapter 5, reading Chapter 3.2 immediately before reading 
Chapter 6, and reading 3.3 immediately before Chapter 7. 
 
I want to explore the active role that plants and plant materials play in the political lives of 
the Tuscarora. This is covered in Chapter 7. But before we can get there, we have to show how 
plants and plant materials can be thought of to have agency in the first place.  Before one can 
even talk about plant and plant material agency, we have to talk about human agency. The idea 
that all humans – not just the ones who are in a dominant position – have agency, is a contested 
one (Spivak 1988.)  What do scholars mean by agency? Enlightenment authors and Descartes, 
uttering ‘Cogito ergo sum,’ celebrated human agency, and argued that agency is one of the things 
that lifts humans above the rest of ‘Creation.’  However, it appears that once we look into the 
details of what actually happens when organisms interact with their environment, ideas like 
‘rational decision’ and ‘agency’ begin to break down (Sharma 2015.) I will bring my own 
fieldwork data into this discussion in Chapter 6. More about this in the ‘Plant and Plant Material 
Agency’ section of this chapter. Chapter 5 discusses the network that allows agency to emerge, 
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and Chapter 3.1 offers a brief, pragmatic literature review, with an in-depth focus on a short list 
of salient works, for the purpose of building a theoretical framework. 
Chapter 3.1:  Network 
For the purpose of this paper, I consider plants and plant materials as having agency.  (In 
what follows in this section, anywhere I specify ‘plant,’ ‘plant material’ would also be 
appropriate.)  Before I can make the claim that plants and plant materials have agency, I need to 
explain what I mean by agency. What kind of agency are we talking about? Where does the 
plant’s action come from? My argument is that the action comes from the environment as much 
as it comes from the plant itself. But it is not just any environment. It is not just for example the 
herbivores and pollinators fluttering around a flower. It is not just the teachers and parents and 
friends around a child. It is a network of all the other actors connected to the actor. And those 
actors are not just living beings, or living beings and ‘inanimate’ objects, or living beings and 
‘inanimate’ objects and energy, or all those and space and time. It is all those and additionally 
abstract ideas, conditions, illusions, concepts, imaginations, theorems, theories.  
So, according to Bruno Latour, the actor is made to act by mediators. This group-action 
results in the actor becoming an actor-network. “Now it’s the actor, which so far in this book was 
kept as a point, an atom, or a source, that has to be flattened out and forced to take a starlike 
shape. What should we call this newly ‘flattened’ element? Is it something that is ‘made to act?’ 
Is it something that is ‘triggered into being triggered into action?’ Why not use actor-network?” 
(Latour 2005, page 217).  What is this actor-network, and who does the acting? “So, an actor-
network is what is made to act by a large star-shaped web of mediators flowing in and out of it. It 
is made to exist by its many ties: attachments are first, actors are second.” (Ibid.)  
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The plant’s (plant material’s) action never occurs in a vacuum. The artist, the activist, the 
buyer, and the politician are mediators acting on it, and simultaneously being acted upon by it. 
This makes the plant material both actor and actor-network and mediator; and it makes the artist, 
activist, buyer, and politician both mediators for the plant material and actors whose actions are 
mediated by the plant material. 
But what is the nature of the actor-network around the plant material? Is it a blueprint? Is it a 
cold schema, like a diagram of a computer circuit, or a corporate organization chart? Is it 
abstract, like a flow chart developed by an R&D Department for the process of idea to product? 
No, it is warm, sensual, painful, vibrant, and lively. It reeks; it shrieks; it cuts; it is sour; it glares. 
It assaults the senses.  
The plant and plant materials are in an assemblage that includes the other actors much like 
the gladesman hunter is part of an assemblage that also includes mangroves, alligators, water, 
and National Park Service rangers in Laura Ogden’s Swamplife (2011). “Gladesmen subjectivity 
emerges through muddy, smoky, bloody relations with other animals, such as alligators” (19). 
Ogden describes a gladesman skinning an alligator: “Tactile and odorous, it is a refrain of hands 
grappling in blood and shit” (63). 
Sarah Whatmore calls for a bodily practice, “thinking through the body” (Whatmore 2002, 
page 5), in a hybrid geography that considers the lively nature of spatial formations, seeing space 
as alive rather than a flat Cartesian grid (see also Massey 2005). In her study of a wildlife 
network that turns ‘wild’ crocodiles into purses for the luxury apparel market, she calls for a 
“sensual and full-bodied approach to knowledge,” (7) and for a consideration of “the multi-
sensual animality of the creatures” (23). She studied a commercial ‘conservation’ scheme that 
allowed the delisting of the crocodile species Caiman latirostris, from strict protection, the 
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poaching of crocodile eggs in the wild, the hatching of crocodiles in a breeding station, the return 
of some of the youths to the wild, the raising of the others in concrete tubs, and their ultimate 
slaughter, skinning, and processing to make fashion items. Whatmore argues that a consideration 
of this process shatters the illusion of a wild animal existing solely in a pristine natural place. 
The species, she argues, is caught up in the conservation literature, commercial-conservation 
web sites, international breeding regimes, the crocodile skin market, and the runways of Milan 
and New York in a way that binds them to a network that includes not only mud and rivers and 
gazelles but also scientists and fashion designers. So, the species is as much a purse as it is a live 
animal in a far-away river. 
Whatmore traces the process of becoming Caiman latirostris in a flow chart that I have 
reproduced as Figure 3.1. It shows that the actor-network that brings to life this species extends 
beyond the animal’s mother and father, the water, the sun, and its prey, to the poachers and 
breeders and international bureaucrats.  
At the outset of our inquiry, all I have is a suspicion. A suspicion that there may be more 
afoot here in the process of art production than people fashioning art out of plants and plant 
materials: for example, conversely, plant materials actively fashioning artists. For their own 
purposes. But in order to get there I must trace the network that brings together swamp trees, 
thorny forest vines, and Carolina’s very own bamboo; with farmers and middle school teachers 
and welders and carpenters and painters and home health aides – human beings, in other words; 
and with art markets and legislatures and radical political movements. This will introduce the 
players, like the Dramatis Personae at the beginning of a print edition of a play. Before I can talk 
about how the parts work together, I must introduce the parts.  
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In 2005, Bruno Latour argued that social scientists had spent some generations taking 
shortcuts, taking many things for granted. They erected abstract giants such as HEGEMONY and 
THE SYSTEM, THE MACHINE, THE MILITARY INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX, and POWER 
RELATIONS, that were supposed to explain the behavior of people and institutions in most 
every instance (Latour 2005). Meanwhile, on the other end of campus, natural scientists 
pretended that everything outside of human society operates predictably according to natural 
laws. Generation after generation of social scientists put their best face on even in those awkward 
situations in which historical events seem to be influenced as much by things from ‘nature’ – be 
they microbes or lawns or cats (Latour 1984, Robbins 2007, Haraway 2008) --  as by people. 
Meanwhile, natural scientists pretended that the process of comprehending the things in their 
assigned thematic group – the objects of ‘nature’ – was a fairly straightforward process of 
empirical observation and induction that the human scientists, by virtue of the marvelous, God-
given machine between their earlobes, could complete all by themselves. By contrast, Latour and 
Woolgar showed (1979) that knowledge is produced in the laboratory not just by human 
scientists but also by inscription devices such as spectrometers, and a number of scholars have 
shown that mussels can be business partners (or not) (Callon 1986), climate conferences have a 
life of their own (Law 2004), and the moose has as much to say about the hunt as the human 
hunter (Watson and Huntington 2008). 
Given all this disorienting ontological complexity, Latour argued in 2005 that scholars ought 
to take a cue from the methodical, plodding, thorough, leaf cutter ant searching for food, 
domesticated animal fodder, and building materials. Only in this way can the ant (scholar) trace 
the whole network of actors who co-produce her world. “There’s no question that ANT prefers to 
travel slowly, on small roads, on foot, and by paying the full cost of any displacement out of its 
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own pocket... the ANT-scholar has to trudge like an ant, carrying the heavy gear” (Latour 2005, 
pages 23 and 25).  (ANT, in capital letters, is an abbreviation for Actor-Network Theory.) 
In so doing, we can rescue some of the objects of ‘nature’ and show that what they are and 
who they are to us is more complicated than a rarefied (“purified”) natural object. Sarah 
Whatmore did this in 2002 with Caiman latirostris, a species of crocodile. Through careful 
documentary evidence, and a flow chart, Whatmore shows that an actor-network that includes 
the conservation literature, the chic purse in the crystal window of the expensive fashion store, 
and the grisly process that turns a crocodile in the ‘wild’ into a purse, all co-produce this 
crocodile. This is what, in reality, Whatmore argues, Caiman latirostris is, rather than a purified 




Figure 3.1:  Becoming Caiman latirostris in the networks of sustainable use 
 
Source:  Whatmore 2002, Figure 2.6, page 30.  See also Figure 5.1. 
 
And in Chapter 5, I will talk about the becoming of Taxodium distichum, the swamp cypress.  
For, Whatmore’s crocodile and the Tuscaroras’ swamp cypress become not only natural objects 
but also political subjects. 
In short, our agency – the agency of the human as well as that of the plant – is contingent 
upon mediation by many mediators/actors, who might be anything: a human being, plant 
materials, a microbe, a molecule, energy, a rock, a computer system, a region, a notion, or an 
idea. In Chapter 5, I will discuss some of the mediators that call forth the plant’s agency in a 
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network that has contributed to the Robeson County Tuscaroras’ persistence and cultural 
resilience. 
Chapter 3.2 Plant and Plant Materials Agency 
The agency of plants, and of plant materials, becomes evident in the interactions between 
collectors and plants in the forest, where the artist breaks his or her back to acquire the plant or 
plant materials, and also in the studio, where interaction between plant materials and artist 
involve all five senses.   
Rick Jones’s journey into the forest to collect Smilax laurifolia rhizomes allowed him to join 
an assemblage of “domesticated” and “wild” beings, of wandering cows and calves, of birds of 
prey and seemingly “wild”-growing Smilax, of muck composed of livestock waste  and the 
tannin-rich waters of Richland Swamp.  Rick would not take a Smilax rhizome from the forest 
behind his friend Larry Oxendine’s farm and home without first becoming part of this teeming 
assemblage.  In the words of Laura Ogden, who described a similar campaign of engagement by 
the hunter with the alligator’s habitat in the Everglades in her 2011 book, Swamplife:  “The 
refrains suggest the world-making, human-making power of plants, mud, reptiles, and all the rest 
we used to call nature.” (Ogden 2011).   
In Chapter 6, I intend to describe a 14 December 2017 plant-collecting trip in which Rick 
Jones and I spend hours digging around a massive Smilax rhizome with a shovel, until Rick’s 
friend Larry Oxendine takes pity on us and pulls the rhizome from the soggy ground with his 
backhoe.  When finally unearthed and washed off, the spindly, spider-like rhizome would turn 
out to weigh about 20 pounds, and its main body would measure over a foot in diameter.  Rick 
would tell me in a later telephone conversation that those hours of work with the shovel resulted 
in a back injury for him.  The plant was not going to donate its rhizome without a fight.  So, 
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much in the way that “gladesmen subjectivity emerges through … tactile engagements” in the 
Everglades (Ogden 2011, page 19), Rick’s subjectivity as plant collector, as artist, does not 
emerge until he begins to grapple in the mud with the materials he will use to make his art. 
Given the political impact of Rick’s smoking pipes, with their heads hewn from these Smilax 
rhizomes – and the plant’s forceful interaction with Rick at the point of collection – enough to 
cause an injury – we see then that the plant as material benefactor, the collector as artist, the 
artist as political agent – and finally, the plant and plant materials as political agents – all emerge 
reciprocatively, beginning with Rick’s tug on the rhizome with his shovel, and the plant’s 
grudging, but eventual acquiescence.   
This is not an immediate, but rather a gradual and always-continuing process.  In the words 
of Eduardo Kohn, who quotes Charles Sanders Peirce when he writes in How Forests Think:  
“Selves don’t exist firmly in the present; they are ‘just coming into life in the flow of time.’” 
(Kohn 2013, page 206).  Kohn makes clear that he includes plants, not just humans, in this 
process of emergent selfhood:  “Furthermore, selfhood is not limited just to animals with brains.  
Plants are also selves” (Ibid., page 75). And on the next page, “A self, then, whether ‘skin-
bound’ or more distributed, is the locus of what we can call agency” (Ibid., page 76). 
The plant, in this instance, displayed agency of a kind that announced to us collectors that it 
would have preferred to have remained unmolested in the ground.  While the plant’s “attitude” 
might not have served the human collector’s objective very well, it must be respected as an 
expression of the plant’s “will,” or “response” to the collectors’ initiative in grappling with the 
rhizome.  Much like Haraway’s cat gazing back at a naked human companion with full 
understanding, the Smilax’s reluctance in emerging from the ground is more than just material 
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inertia (Haraway 2008).  It is the plant’s willpower pitted against the human collector’s.  It is the 
plant’s agency. 
Latour showed in his 1996 article, “On Actor-Network Theory:  A Few Clarifications,” that 
an actor-network always begins with one actor, reaching out and making contact with a second 
actor.  But what exactly happens in this interaction?  What happens in the moment of this 
contact?  Kriti Sharma showed in her 2015 book, Interdependence:  Biology and Beyond, that, in 
biology, any time two living beings come into contact with each other -- and even when a living 
being interacts with some organic material – they mutually constitute each other.  She wrote:  
“things can be viewed as dependent on one another in such a way that each brings the other into 
being” (Sharma 2015, page 103).  For example, the presence of sugar in the environment might 
inspire an organism to become more active, or to reproduce:  activities, that in themselves, will 
have a reciprocal effect on its environment.  The example she used involved single-celled 
organisms interacting with each other and with signals in their environments, but the interactions 
she described become fertile ground for thinking about what exactly happens when the artists 
interact with their materials in the studio. 
As the artists process plant materials into pieces of art and use in the studio, these 
interactions involve all five human senses:  The sight of the wood grain; the sound of a saw or a 
drill digging into wood; the fresh pear smell of flying tupelo shavings as Elisha Locklear works 
with his chainsaw; the clean taste of tobacco as a Rick Jones pipe head is tested; the rough 
texture of a previously smooth, peeled cypress knee that Francine Scott has decorated with her 
wood burning tool. 
Sharma describes a microscopic world in which a single-celled organism acts on signals in its 
environment and forever changes its congeners and neighbors, just as they have changed it.  In 
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the macroscopic world of the studio, the materials have an effect on the artists even while the 
artists change the plant materials into a different form.  The sight of the wood grain inspires 
Elisha to count the rings and tell stories from the era the tree was born.  The mechanical sound of 
the drill reminds Rick of the modern technology to which his ancestors did not have access, and 
inspires him to make the next few pieces of art using more traditional tools.  Even as the Smilax 
pipe head holds the burning embers of tobacco that Rick tastes, Rick dreams of the meaning and 
import of the tobacco, and decides to grow his own tobacco.  As Francine’s thumb passes over 
the rough texture of the cypress knee, memories flood her and she tells stories of collecting 
driftwood from the river outside her house when she was a child.  The memory will invigorate 
her determination to advocate for local rivers, the local environment, and the Tuscarora people. 
Carla Hustak and Natasha Myers argue in their 2012 article, “Involutionary momentum:  
Affective ecologies and the sciences of plant/insect encounters,” that plants exhibit far more 
agency than is traditionally granted by scholars.  They write:  “Plants tend to get left in the 
undergrowth, relegated to the background against which the real action of the world plays out,” 
and continue: “plants are practitioners living active lives with extraordinary sensory dexterities 
and a penchant for innovative behaviors” (Hustak and Myers 2012, page 80). Reviewing a 
Charles Darwin monograph, they explore the way Darwin understood the agency of plants.  In 
the book under Hustak and Myers’s discussion, Darwin explores the relationship between 
orchids and their pollinators.  In his greenhouse filled with potted orchids, he opened all the 
windows, and watched the plants interact with flying pollinators. Different orchid species had 
different strategies for attracting pollinators.  The bees and the flies at times responded to the 
flowers’ colors, or to their shapes.  Some orchids had evolved the shape of a female fly’s 
hindquarters.  Male flies would approach and copulate with the plant.  His throes of passion 
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would earn him a smidgeon of pollen on his hindlegs.  He would then fly on to do the same 
dance with other orchids of the same species. The bee carried the first plant’s pollen to a second 
plant’s female sex organs, and orchid offspring would ensue. 
Hustak and Myers focus on the ways the orchids interact with the flies and the bees.  They 
describe the interaction as a dance, as a sensuous love-making between species, “an affective 
ecology shaped by pleasure, play, and experimental propositions” (Ibid., page 78).  Affective 
ecology is emotional interaction between species, just as the ecological term ‘community’ 
suggests (but does not always mean) the meaningful living together of different species.  This 
interaction is not only on the emotional level; it is on the physical, embodied level as well.  Bees 
penetrate the folds of flower petals, flower stamens and pistils caress fly legs.  A true interspecies 
lovemaking.  
I argue that a similar process happens in the studios (often open-air studios) of the artists with 
whom I worked for this project.  The plant materials forge a sensual connection with humans via 
the rhizomes, knees, and wood that the plants have donated, sometimes at the expense of their 
own lives, in order for the art to be made.  The plant materials do not sit there passively.  They 
engage the artists in ways that involve their senses, that evolve into a sensual interplay of tools 
and movements, of sights, sounds, smells, taste, and touch. 
The plant materials allow for sensual interplay between artist and animal as well.  Since 
Rick’s studio is in his back yard, his work on his art often becomes an opportunity for him to 
interact with his yard-bound dogs, which are often underfoot while he is drilling and sanding, 
and sometimes literally on his feet.  One dog lay across his feet and kept his feet warm during a 
chilly early-spring pipehead carving session.  Rick cuffed the ears of his dogs, and frequently 
petted them, while he was working.  Also, the Smilax gathering trip described in this section, and 
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which will be recounted in greater detail in Chapter 6, connected Rick with his friend Larry 
Oxendine, who was keeping a baby goat in his tool shed at the time we visited.  Rick used the 
occasion to cuddle with the baby goat and hold it in his arms (see Figure 3.2).  So, the Smilax 
plant, which inspired us to visit the Oxendine farm, brought us together with its rhizome, and 
brought Rick into an affective connection with the baby goat.   
Figure 3.2: Smilax connects collector and artist Rick Jones with a baby goat 
 
                                       Sara Maxwell photo 
 
In her 2012 book, What Would Animals Say if We Asked the Right Questions? (English 
translation:  2016), Vinciane Despret takes up the question of whether animals can be considered 
artists.  Her discussion of the works of the bower birds who create elaborate material displays to 
impress potential mates carries her into a more general consideration of the interaction of artist 
(human and other-than-human) and his or her materials.  Citing Souriau and Gell, she asserts that 
“it is the agency contained within the very material of the work to be made that controls the 
artist” (Despret 2016, page 119).  This allows Despret to step out of a traditional understanding 
of human agency, which would portray the human artist as the only one doing something, as the 
one doing things to the materials in order to make art.  Despret points out that Bruno Latour 
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proposes “a reconsideration of the distribution of action in terms of making one make [faire-
faire]” (Ibid., page 117).  She later gives an example:  “The work makes happen; the shield 
makes the artist make” (Ibid., page 199).  Despret explains that part of the reason for the 
confusion about exactly who is making exactly what stems from a misunderstanding about the 
nature of art itself.  Anthropologists have long grappled with the meanings of objects found in 
other cultures that Westerners somewhat arbitrarily recognize as art.  Despret takes up the 
example of a warrior’s shield, the kind of object that might grace a European explorer’s living 
room wall as an object of art.  For the community whose craftspeople produced the shield, for 
the sake of battle, for warriors, the shield is not so much an object of art as it is a political, a 
military agent coming into being, demanding to be made.  In the words of Despret:  “The work 
not only fascinates, captivates, enchants, and traps the recipient; rather, it is the agency contained 
within the very material of the work to be made that controls the artist, who thus takes the 
position of patient [i.e. who takes a passive position].  … the work makes happen [fait-faire]; the 
shield makes the artist make (the artist is made-to-make by the shield), it makes the one using it 
(e.g., it can make one more daring in battle), and it makes the enemy warrior (e.g., be fascinated, 
scared, captivated by it)” (Ibid., page 119).  Similarly, Rick’s, Elisha’s, and Francine’s works, 
which have similarly urgent roles in society – as political agents, as carriers of prayers for the 
sick, as nourishers of the community – call on the artists to bring them into being, even when 
they are still in the form of plant materials. 
This begs the question of the relationship between the plant materials and the plant that 
provided them.  Is there some residual plant agency remaining with the plant materials in the 
artist’s studio, for example the Smilax rhizome?  Do the plant materials know where they came 
from?  Do they care?  These questions are unfortunately beyond the purviews of this study.  But 
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I would allow that the plant materials end up doing political work that benefits the plants they 
came from, or at least their species, or at least the biome the plants inhabited.  And this is not a 
coincidence.  This is where plant agency and plant materials agency connect. 
In Chapter Six, I will describe artist studio visits and a plant collecting trip, to follow the 
thread of plant agency and plant materials agency throughout.  I do not ignore the agency of the 
Tuscarora Indians of North Carolina.  However, scholars have for too long ignored the 
collaboration of plants in the things humans do.  So, I do not suggest that the Tuscarora are 
passive receptors of plant and plant materials agency.  The agency does not rest with the plants 
and plant materials.  It rests with everyone. In the end, the smoking pipes, cypress knees, and 
bread bowls that inspire politicians, political activists, cultural leaders, elders, and school 
children, work together with humans.  And the plant materials, drills, chainsaws, and wood 
burning tools work together with the human artists and the plants to create these powerful, 
politically active works of art.  
In the next section, I explore the theoretical implications of beings reaching across 
ontological divides – of species and even taxonomic kingdoms – to collaborate politically:  in 
other words, to form a cosmopolity. 
Chapter 3.3 Cosmopolity 
Heretofore, scholars examining non-human agency or more-than-human political agency 
have tended to focus on animals more readily than plants (Haraway 2008, Ogden 2011, Despret 
2016).  However, there is an emerging field of ‘vegetal politics’ within geography that seeks to 
foreground the plants that have too often been left in the undergrowth in studies.  New studies, 
which celebrate “the exuberance of planty life,” argue that plants are “active agents” in their 
surroundings and in political society (Head et al. 2014).  In a recent special academic journal 
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issue on vegetal politics, the authors argue that “urbanised plants, some of them extremely tough, 
do not fit the dichotomized categories of wild or cultivated, but instead become ‘active agents’ in 
the making of the streets” (Ibid.)  The studies in that special issue examine how some plant 
practices are treated by urban environmental managers as belonging, while others are written out; 
how certain sexual practices and certain kinds of bodies are made to feel excluded in lower 
Manhattan’s High Line park, and how those practices of exclusion are mirrored in park 
managers’ treatment of the excluded Ailanthus altissima, or tree of heaven; and how vines on a 
vineyard press upon human workers their own “planty temporalities,” as subtle changes in the 
ripening fruit dictate the phases of human labor (all Ibid.). 
One author announces the foundation of the field of “vegetal political ecology” in his study 
of orchard cultivation in a former Soviet republic.  Jake Fleming argued that fruit trees in 
Kyrgyzstan’s walnut-fruit forests intervene in villagers’ relations with their national government 
because of their graftability.  Their ability to be grafted makes the trees more productive, which 
gives villagers more economic and political autonomy from the post-Soviet regime.  “Village 
grafters enter into a politics that, because of the capacities of the plants who also participate, 
tends toward the non-hierarchical, both in how bodies relate and in how resources are accessed,” 
writes Fleming (2017, pages 27 and 28).  “Trees are political agents,” Fleming argues, quoting 
Paul Robbins. 
Proponents of vegetal politics scholarship are quick to point out that this plant agency occurs 
in an assemblage that also includes humans and other actors.  “Attention to the specific 
capacities of plants is important to understand the specifics of relationality and distributed 
agency in human-plant encounters; that categories and configurations of human entanglement 
with the nonhuman world are not pre-existing givens, but become and are worked out in a 
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process of relations.  Such relations occur across – indeed help constitute – different scales of 
space and time” (Head et al. 2014). 
In addition to the recently burgeoning literature of vegetal politics and vegetal political 
ecology, a number of other scholars have treated more-than-human agency in ways that will 
serve to shed light on the ways that plants and plant materials contribute to the social and 
political lives of the Tuscarora.  For the rest of this section, I will shift my focus to these other 
scholars of more-than-human agency. 
According to the American Heritage Dictionary, the word, vegetable, derives from the Latin 
vegēre, ‘to be lively’ (Pickett 2019).  The word, ‘vegetable,’ did not always have only the 
prosaic, or pejorative, meanings, it does today, referring alternatively to inhabitants of the 
supermarket’s produce section or, demeaningly, to a brain-damaged human with virtually no 
intellectual function.  In previous centuries, ‘vegetable’ had a more pronounced connotation of 
liveliness.  Indeed, as the AHD goes on to explain in the entry’s Word History, the Scholastics 
ascribed a vegetative soul to plants, animals, and humans (Ibid.)  And Andrew Marvell famously 
exhorts his coy mistress with the following words:  “Had we but world enough and time/ This 
coyness lady were no crime/ … / My vegetable love should grow/ Vaster than empires and more 
slow” (Marvell 1681), ascribing slowness but also a persistent liveliness to the vegetable. 
In the Science and Technology literature, a material’s ‘liveliness’ is a common descriptor for 
material agency, or other-than-human, or more-than-human agency, in some form.  Laura 
Ogden’s Everglades are “lively with cultural, political, and personal histories,” (Ogden 2011, 
page 75).  In an article about the agency of urban green spaces in the lives of English citizens, 
Jones and Cloke argue that “the lively material presences of the trees have acted as unruly 
threads working at their own speeds” (Jones and Cloke 2008).  Sarah Whatmore undertakes 
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“forays into the lively worlds of Leguminosae” (Whatmore 2002).  Donna Haraway connects 
lively capital with the pet health industry and the development of the idea that dogs have a right 
to health (Haraway2008).  It is the liveliness of plants that helps to explain their agency.  Not the 
quality of being alive, but liveliness in the sense of intelligence and presence. 
Plant materials, once removed from the plant, are they lively?  Not in the sense of 
photosynthesizing and growing and reproducing.  However, Chapters 5-7 will show that these 
plant materials do have certain lively qualities, which allow them to engage with the artists and 
become active in their affective and political worlds. 
It is the liveliness in the things of nature that inspired Bruno Latour to invite them to join us 
in a grand, more representative, Parliament of Things:  “Half of our politics is constructed in 
science and technology.  The other half of Nature is constructed in societies.  Let us patch the 
two back together, and the political task can begin again” (Latour 1993, page 144).  However, as 
effective as Latour is in showing that the moderns’ obsession with dividing up the world into the 
things of nature and the things of society is specious, he continued some of the mistakes of those 
he criticized by comparing Western society to the communities he calls “the others,” in other 
words, indigenous communities whom the moderns have labeled as “premodern” (Ibid., 142).  
He even falls into the trap of contrasting “the others” unfavorably with Western society at one 
point, claiming that “the others’” ontological chains are not as long as those of Western society 
(Ibid.)   
This Parliament of Things that Latour envisions has some of the characteristics of modern 
parliaments in Britain or France, but it is more representative in that it invites the presence of 
“quasi-objects,” in other words, things that bridge the gap between nature and society.  
“Societies are present, but with the objects that have been serving as their ballast from time 
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immemorial,” he writes (Ibid., page 144).  A quasi-object could include something like the ozone 
hole, something that politicians fret about, but which sumptuously is part of the stuff of nature 
and science as well.  On the Nature side of the house, however, Latour highlights the role of 
human experts:  “Natures are present, but with their representatives, scientists who speak in their 
name” (Ibid., page 144).  In other words, according to Latour, the things of nature cannot speak 
for themselves, without human experts giving voice to their aspirations. 
What we are left with here is a concept of material agency that is modulated by humans.  
Marisol de la Cadena continues in this vein in her study of an Andean peasant who enlists the 
help of a local mountain to liberate his community from a form of neo-colonial rule (De la 
Cadena 2015).  De la Cadena’s Earth Beings:  Ecologies of Practice Across Andean Worlds is a 
story of “mountains that intervened – decisively – in struggles among humans” (Ibid., page 35).  
Mariano Turpo is a Peruvian peasant who spearheaded the effort of his Quechua community to 
shatter the hacienda system that had enslaved his people.  Central to all of his efforts was 
Ausangate, a local mountain but also an earth being with agency in the lives of the local people.  
Adjacent mountains are of central importance to indigenous people in the Andes not only for 
affording access to material resources, but also as prominent members of the hybrid, multi-
species, multi-being local political and economic community known as an ayllu.   
Ausangate gained political agency at the moment that Mariano performed a certain ritual, 
blowing air over coca leaves with his mouth and invoking the mountain’s name.  In fact, 
invoking the mountain’s name constituted the mountain as earth being:  “Tirakuna are their 
names,” de la Cadena explains (Ibid., page 25), using the Quechua name for earth beings.  She 
returns to the subject later, using the Quechua name for monolingual Quechua-speaking local 
community members (runakuna):  Earth beings “are in relations with runakuna and anything 
 44 
runakuna do and say in their respect is consequential” (Ibid., pages 164 and 165).  Calling to 
mind the semiotics of Eduardo Kohn (2013), whose refrain is that all life is signs, de la Cadena 
explains the constitutive role of invoking the mountain’s name in the following manner:  
“Without distinction between signifier and signified, words do not exist independently of the 
thing they [the runakuna] name; rather their utterance is the thing(s) they pronounce” (Ibid., page 
231).  The result is a reciprocal constitution of tirakuna and runakuna in the instance of invoking 
the mountain’s name:  “it makes the rapport and brings all its components into being” (Ibid., 
pages 164 and 165).  The mutually constitutive element transcends the human-earth-being 
relationship and also defines relations between different communities of humans, according to de 
la Cadena:  “The indigenous and nonindigenous, city and countryside, Quechua and Spanish, 
emerge in each other forming a complex hybridity in which the different elements composing it 
cannot be pulled apart for they are both distinct and part of each other” (Ibid., page 187). 
Also instrumental in Mariano Turpo’s ritual was his blowing air over coca leaves with his 
mouth.  This instance of using plant materials in order to invoke the presence of an earth being – 
the cosmopolitical presence of an entire mountain -- indicates the amount of agency plant 
materials can possess.  (By cosmopolitical, de la Cadena refers to the political collaboration of 
two beings that Western scholars have held are not in each others’ ontological worlds, in this 
case, humans and mountains (Cadena 2010, 2015)).   
Mariano Turpo’s son Nazario would take part in the inauguration ceremony of Peruvian 
President Alejandro Toledo at Machu Picchu in 2001.  Nazario invoked the name Ausangate, 
which had the result that the earth being took an active part in that political ceremony (Ibid., 
page 211).  And Peru is not the only Andean nation in which earth beings have taken an active 
part in politics.  “Indeed, in Ecuador and Bolivia, and through the mobilization of the 
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heterogeneous assemblage that brings it into being, pachamama has forced its own constitutional 
recognition as a subject with rights!” (Blaser 2014, page 51).   
By highlighting the role of the human in mobilizing the agency of the non-human, De la 
Cadena echoes the point of view of Keith Basso, who investigated the intimate relations between 
a Western Apache community in Arizona and the geographical landscape around it:  “Places 
express only what their (human) animators enable them to say,” Basso wrote (Basso 1996).  
Basso discerns the “place-making” power of particular community members (Ibid., page 5).  
These are generally elders whose activities over the decades have led them to know the places 
around them extremely well.  A place, in this context, might be anything from a favorite spring 
or creek to an outcropping with a good overview of the surrounding country, or a path where a 
memorable event occurred.  “Charles Henry, age sixty or thereabouts, skilled herbalist, devoted 
uncle, and veteran maker of place-worlds,” was one such place-maker whom Basso described 
(Ibid., page 8).  Charles “constructs ancestral place-worlds” by intoning what the ancestors might 
have said in coming upon the places.  He imagines his ancestors “arriving on the scene, studying 
it intently, and assessing its potential for helping them survive” (Ibid., page 13).  Coming upon 
one such place, Charles comments, “’The country was wetter and greener when the ancestors 
first explored it.’” He later continues:  “’Water must surely be angry at us’” (Ibid., pages 16 and 
17, respectively).  According to Basso, places have a life of their own, but one always modulated 
by human experiences.  “Places, we realize, are as much part of us as we are part of them,” he 
writes (Ibid., page xiv). 
Alfred Gell takes up a more direct form of non-human agency in describing carved idols.  
Gell argues that carved idols are not just wood or stone:  “Idols, in other words, are not 
depictions, not portraits, but (artefactual) bodies” (Gell 1998, page 98).  And later:  “In the 
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context of idolatry, the idol is not a ‘depiction’ of the god, but the body of the god in artefact-
form” (Ibid., page 99).  Echoing Kohn, who describes plants as selves (Kohn 2013, page 75), 
Gell ascribes a particular kind of life, or consciousness, to the idol, when he refers to “the 
mystery of the animation of idols, their genuine, if peculiar, personhood” (Gell 1998, page 99).  
The genuine life of the idol has a profound impact on those who would worship it or simply 
behold it.  But also, in a sense, the idol calls itself into being by inspiring the artist to carve it, 
and instructing it how to carve it:  “The nature of agency extended by the prototype is to cause 
the artist to produce” an image (Ibid., page 99).  And the artist does this through her or his 
sensory perception, through her or his sensual understanding:  “To see (or to know) is to be 
sensuously filled with that which is perceived, yielding to it, mirroring it – and hence imitating it 
bodily” (Ibid., page 100).   
The kind of material agency Gell is talking about is very different from the one invoked by 
Latour – in which scientists represent Nature in the Parliament of Things;  de la Cadena – where 
the earth being is constituted by a human ritual and the invocation of a name; and Basso – where 
humans are in the business of place-making.  For Gell, humans are relevant to the being and the 
influence of the idol.  After all, a human carved it; humans behold it.  However, there is 
something genuinely agentic about the life and being of the idol itself: it calls itself into 
existence, using the human carver as an instrument.  In Chapter 7:  Plants’ and Plant Materials’ 
Roles in the Political Lives of the Tuscarora, we shall see -- based on information from 
ethnographic interviews -- some different ways in which plants, plant materials (in the form of 
arts), and humans, form a network in which they are all agentic.  We shall also see how sculptor 





CHAPTER 4:  METHODOLOGY 
 
I gathered data in various media, and using a variety of data-gathering methods, for this 
dissertation, in order to approach the subject of plant agency from a variety of angles.  My 
research questions ultimately drove my data-gathering methods, which will be discussed in 
greater detail after the research questions below. 
RQ 1: What actors contribute to Tuscarora persistence and cultural resilience? 
In order to trace the becoming of Taxodium distichum and other relevant species in networks 
that will ultimately put into play their political agency and that of their materials, a number of 
data-gathering methods must be used.  This network includes the plant, the plant material, the 
collector, the artist, the activist, the buyer, and the politician.  The collection of plants in the 
forest, participant observation, and ethnographic interviews are all important data-gathering 
methods to answer this question.  Participant observation includes the observation of art sales at 
cultural events.  Chapter 5:  Following the Network, most explicitly addresses this research 
question. 
RQ 2:  How do plants and plant materials express their agency in their interactions 
with Tuscarora artists? 
The best place to observe interactions between plant materials and artists is in the artists’ 
studios.  The best place to observe interactions between plants and artists (or collectors) was in 
the forest.  Plant collecting trips with the artists and collectors and participant observation in the 
 48 
artists’ studios were used to answer this research question, which was most explicitly addressed 
in Chapter 6:  Affective Ecologies. 
RQ 3:  Do wild native plants and plant materials play a role in the political life of the 
Tuscarora? 
 
The answer to this question largely emerged from ethnographic interviews I completed with 
the artists and activists, and social and political events I attended with Tuscarora collaborators 
(participant observation).  This research question was most explicitly addressed in Chapter 7:  
Plants’ and Plant Materials’ Roles in the Political Lives of the Tuscarora.   
Fieldwork challenges:  New directions 
Before I discuss the details of data collection and analysis, I would like to discuss some of 
the challenges I faced as my relationships with my interlocutors developed.  My project shifted 
as those relationships changed.  First I would like to make clear that, my frequent mentions of 
collection notwithstanding – plant collecting and data collection for example – the knowledge in 
this dissertation is knowledge that I produced together with my interlocutors, knowledge that we 
produced together.  In other words, I am not in fact gathering ready-made knowledge along with 
the plants and the hours of audio.  It is rather that our curiosity – mine and the collaborators’ – 
connected their wisdom and my positionality as a graduate student in a way that allowed for the 
production of knowledge in the form of academic papers, a journal article, and a dissertation.  
The benefits that accrue to my Tuscarora collaborators include scholarly and political interest in 
Tuscarora sovereignty and access to knowledge objects such as audio recordings and transcripts 
of previous ethnographic interviews accessioned into the University of North Carolina Southern 
Oral History Program’s online database.   
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During my initial, exploratory travels to Robeson County in 2013 and 2014, the knowledge 
potential collaborators professed to have, and professed to not have, had a pivotal effect on the 
final shape of the project itself.  My initial interest was in working with Lumbee herbalists who 
crafted herbal remedies from wild native plant materials in Robeson County.  However, despite 
using several avenues of inquiry, I heard from Lumbee interlocutors that this particular 
traditional Lumbee knowledge had withered since Edward Croom had conducted his fieldwork 
on the topic in the early 1980’s (Croom 1982, 1992).  Meanwhile, I was meeting a significant 
number of Tuscarora artists and artisans at the annual Homecoming celebration in Pembroke, 
and elsewhere.  They were wildcrafters, meaning that they sourced their materials from the 
nearby forest (they used wild native plants and plant materials).  My Tuscarora interlocutors and 
I developed the theme of ecology and politics together; they all had a genuine interest in the 
health of the woods around them, and many of them had long histories of political activism.  As I 
continued working with Tuscarora artists, some of them displayed significant medicinal plants 
knowledge, as did other members of the Tuscarora community to whom they introduced me.  It 
turned out that I could have remained closer to my initial research topic if I had had more time 
for exploratory research.  To this day, I do not know if my Lumbee interlocutors were telling the 
truth, or whether their profession of ignorance was a case of ethnographic refusal meant for 
acquisitive researchers deemed outsiders (Simpson 2007).  In any case, this change in direction 
helped to shape my study. 
The initial lack of available information about herbal medicine might have had something to 
do with the nature of herbal medicinal knowledge itself.  Many arts and crafts that are produced 
are meant for display; many artists are eager to speak about their work and be recognized for it.  
On the other hand, there is a long history of Western researchers misappropriating or stealing 
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indigenous medicinal plants knowledge (Shiva 2014).  It is therefore not surprising to me that 
indigenous interlocutors were reticent about acknowledging medicinal plants knowledge during 
my exploratory fieldwork. 
Once my study shifted to the agency of plants in the political lives of the Tuscarora, my focus 
changed further based on the activities (or lack of activities) of my interlocutors, and their 
relations with the settler state.  My initial impetus was to emphasize plant agency over plant 
materials agency.  The reason for this was that it seemed that plants would have some 
conservation interest in working with Tuscarora who were interested in protecting the forest.  
And further it seemed that it would be easier to interest the reader in focusing on the agency of 
something that is alive, and is more easily graspable, understandable, than a piece of material, 
which seems comparatively abstract. 
I was therefore eager to travel to the forest with my collaborators and observe the behavior of 
the plants the artists collected.  The problem was that Rick Jones was the only artist with whom I 
developed an extended knowledge-producing relationship who regularly traveled into the woods 
to collect plants and plant materials.  Other interlocutors relied on other people to collect plants 
and plant materials for them, or ran into controversy with the settler state, impeding my ability to 
work with them further (more about that later).  I did not have the opportunity to track down my 
interlocutors’ collectors, and was therefore left with limited opportunity to observe the plants in 
the forest. 
Meanwhile, I had plenty of opportunity to work with the artists in their studios.  And this in 
fact may reflect a greater interest on the part of the artists in the materials than in the plants 
themselves, a fact that must not only be respected but also explored (although this exploration 
might be taken up in a future study).  The result of my shift in data collection focus was a shift in 
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thematic focus.  The dissertation became more about the agency of plant materials than the 
agency of plants themselves.   
This study initially had more interlocutors and potential interlocutors, but a number of these 
ended up behind bars while I was conducting fieldwork for my study.  A main leader – very 
active on recognition efforts – was charged with drug trafficking.  And a longtime Tuscarora 
activist who was well known for his wild-native-plant-based arts and for his militant political 
tactics, was charged in connection with one of a number of Tuscarora gambling casinos that 
briefly opened around Robeson County.  The casino operators had maintained their sovereign 
right, as Tuscarora, to operate them on what they held is their own land.  Had these interventions 
of the settler state (the arrests of the activists) not taken place, this study might have had far more 
detail about Tuscarora political struggles, and possibly more information about the artists’ plants 
in the forest. 
My limited observation of plants in the forest resulted in a major shift in focus from the 
plants to the plant materials the artists work with in their studios.  This does not altogether erase 
plant agency, however.  The plants are still the providers of the materials with which the artists 
work; without the plants, the artists’ work would look very different, or would possibly not exist 
at all.  A consideration of the circumstances under which plants part with their materials is still 
worthwhile. 
Finally, a consideration of the network that brings together the plant, the collector, the plant 
material, the artist, the activist, the buyer, and the politician.  There is one more actor in this 
network who is worth mentioning:  It is I.  I helped to harvest a Smilax laurifolia L. rhizome 
alongside artist Rick Jones.  I collaborated on the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina 
recognition struggle as a participant researcher.  To ignore that I am part of this network, and that 
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my collaboration with the Tuscarora is not without its effects, would do injustice to the work we 
are producing.  I might want to maintain the notion that I am an objective observer, but the 
reality is that while working in Robeson County, I did not just work among the Tuscarora:  I 
worked with the Tuscarora. 
 
Data Collection 
The data-gathering methods I used for this dissertation aligned with the research questions, 
which demanded knowledge of the identity and location of plants, and of local ecology; as well 
as knowledge of the family heritage, personal viewpoints, and political activities of human 
beings.  Ethnobotanical data-gathering methods revealed themselves to be most appropriate, 
ethnobotany focusing on how and why different cultures use varieties of plants for useful and 
aesthetic purposes (Martin 1995).  William Balée in particular has demonstrated the power of the 
analysis that is possible with ethnobotanical data gathered.  Balée used the data gathered with the 
Ka’apor in Amazonia to become one of the foremost proponents of the idea that the pre-
Columbian peoples in what is now the Western Hemisphere densely populated their continents, 
and managed them in a way that benefited biodiversity (Balée 1994, Mann 2005). 
The dissertation fieldwork included eight semi-structured interviews with three Tuscarora 
artists.  Preparatory work leading up to the dissertation fieldwork included three further 
interviews with the three primary research collaborators, as well as two interviews with a fourth 
collaborator.  The interviews were conducted with a portable Zoom H4n Pro digital audio 
recorder in the homes and studios of the artists. 
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To ascertain a level of certainty about the taxonomy of the plants the artists use, I collected 
plants alongside the artists.  On plant collecting trips, I took extensive fieldnotes and further 
documented the experiences in still images and video recorded with my iPhone SE telephone. 
  The majority of my 14-specimen collection consisted of Smilax laurifolia L. (greenbrier), 
whose rhizomes Rick Jones uses to fashion heads for his smoking pipes.  The collection also 
includes specimens of Taxodium distichum (L.) Richard (swamp cypress,) whose knees Francine 
Scott uses to carve sculptures, and a species of pine.  (I did not collect specimens of Nyssa sp.  
(tupelo) because Elisha Locklear sources the base wood for his bread bowls from loggers who 
work outside the county, and I did not have an opportunity to accompany them and collect my 
own specimens.)  I ascertained the exact latitude and longitude coordinates from which I 
collected the specimens with my iPhone (Compass function.)  I dried the specimens, consisting 
mostly of stems and leaves, in a plant press.  I identified the specimens, using Weakley’s and 
Radford’s florae as my keys (Radford, Ahles, and Bell 1968 [1964]; Weakley, Ludwig, and 
Townsend 2012).  I created herbarium labels for the specimens, and recorded the latitude and 
longitude coordinates of collection thereon.  The collection has been accessioned into the 
University of North Carolina Herbarium (NCU), where it will enhance botanists’ and ecologists’ 
knowledge of the Robeson County flora.  The collection can be found under accession numbers 
670085 through 670097.   
I intentionally limited myself to a very small number of collaborators (traditionally known as 
ethnographic “informants”) in order to multiply the number of possible research activities with 
those particular individuals, and to get to know them better than would be possible in a wider 
study.  I found that, given my research and writing methodology, this was the only way I could 
achieve the sort of “thick description” for which Clifford Geertz called as an ethnographic 
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research method (Geertz 2003).  I have known all of my interlocutors for over four years, since 
the spring of 2015 or even earlier.  The small number of collaborators has allowed me to live 
with my research subjects, to collect plants with them that would eventually become pieces of 
art, to interview them repeatedly, including about their political activities, to observe them at 
length as they made art in their studios, and to accompany them as they sold their arts.   
I found that, as I worked with these collaborators, I remembered the words of Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith, who called for indigenous people to “decolonize our minds, to recover ourselves, to claim 
a space in which to develop a sense of authentic humanity” (Tuhiwai Smith 2008 [1999], page 
23).  This is best done when indigenous people do their own research, when they lend their 
voices to the stream of scholarship.  However, there is a legitimate role for outside scholars such 
as myself to play.  For me, it was most important that I not allow the researched peoples’ 
humanity to be subsumed in large data sets and large crowds of research subjects.   
There is value in conducting surveys of a large number of individuals in a community, if the 
researcher is interested in applying quantitative analysis, or if she seeks to say something 
definitive about a whole community’s perspective on a particular issue.  My goal in this study 
was different, however.  My interest was in tracing the nature of plant and plant materials agency 
in a particular community, not because that community necessarily has a different relationship to 
plants than all other communities, but because my preliminary research revealed that there were 
individual artists in that community who worked closely with plants and plant materials.  To 
trace different aspects of plant agency, therefore, I limited myself to a small number of human 
collaborators, and multiplied the modes of data collection (eg ethnographic interview, artist 
studio visits) that I applied to interact with them.  This not only allowed me to flesh out different 
 55 
aspects of plant agency in the political lives of the Tuscarora, but also allowed me to trace a 
network that included plant, plant material, artist, activist, and politician actors. 
As an outsider, I must be particularly careful working with an indigenous community.  
Stories of abuse of indigenous people and other subaltern people at the hands of ethnographers 
abound (Bourgois 1990, Akpan 2005, Smith 2008, Small 2015).  Fredy Grefa, a colleague at the 
University of North Carolina and an indigenous scholar from Ecuador, has cautioned me against 
making essentializing statements about the Tuscarora people based on my interviews.  Such 
cautionary tales were never far from my mind as I worked with my collaborators.  As an 
outsider’s, my voice will never have the same legitimacy that community members’ voices have.  
All I can do is render their voices as accurately as possible, and acknowledge that, as an outsider, 
I run the risk of not fully comprehending their words (and worlds; see Cadena 2015.)  The 
comprehensive curriculum offered by the University of North Carolina’s Graduate Certificate in 
Participatory Research – of which I am a recipient -- was effective in teaching us ethnographers-
in-training some humility about what, as outsiders, we can hope to achieve, and what we can do 
to respect the autonomy of our indigenous collaborators. 
I conducted numerous artist studio visits, eleven of which I carefully documented with field 
notes, images, and video taken with my iPhone SE, and audio recordings taken with my Zoom 
H4n Pro digital audio recorder.  In all three cases, the artists’ studios were in their homes or 
yards.  There were numerous afternoons spent sweating in the sun while the artists worked (and 
sweated more,) and while I documented.  Since my concept of plant agency relies heavily on 
what Hustak and Myers have described as affective ecology “shaped by pleasure, play, and 
experimental propositions” (Hustak and Myers 2012, page 78), it was important for me to 
capture the engagement of all five senses in the interaction between plant (or plant material) and 
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artist.  I therefore carefully documented the smell of flying wood shavings during sawing (field 
notes), the feel of the grain of the wood (field notes), the size and shape of the plant pieces to be 
processed (still images), the sounds of shrill saws and drills (audio recordings), the artists 
“twisting, turning, and torqueing their forms in response” (Ibid., page 86) to the demands of the 
plant materials as they worked (video recordings).  I also took note of the clean taste of Nyssa sp. 
(tupelo) wood, whose base wood Elisha Locklear uses to fashion shallow bowls used for 
kneading bread dough.   
I observed Francine Scott and Elisha Locklear sell their art work at the 2015, 2016, and 2017 
Homecoming celebrations in Pembroke, North Carolina.  Homecoming brings tens of thousands 
of people from Robeson County’s Native American diaspora around the world to Pembroke in 
July, usually on or around the 4 July holiday.  It is a week of beauty pageants, a pow-wow, an 
athletic competition, a parade, food, live music, and hundreds of arts and crafts vendors.  This is 
where I met both Francine Scott and Elisha Locklear (Locklear, I met through the intercession of 
my dissertation advisor, Dr. Altha Cravey).  I also observed Rick Jones sell his art at the 
Homecoming in 2015.  This part of data collection was the epitome of participant observation as 
described in the ethnography textbooks (Hay 2010, DeWalt and DeWalt 2011).  A good part of 
observing the artists involved sitting in a chair chatting with passers-by, running to fetch food for 
the vendors, and helping to set up and break down awnings and vendor stalls.  I also took the 
opportunity to record copious field notes and take pictures, and to take note of the demographic 
details of people who bought art.  I compiled data about plant collection identifications and 
locations, and about art buyer home locations, in a table which I appended to Chapter 5 of this 
dissertation.   
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I conducted fieldwork under the auspices of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Institutional Review Board.  From the collaborators, I obtained consent to be interviewed and to 
be named on forms supplied by the university’s Southern Oral History Program.  There were a 
number of reasons I used the names of the main study collaborators in this dissertation.  I sought 
to portray the artists as protagonists of their own stories, and using impersonal identifiers over 
and over throughout the paper would have detracted from this.  Furthermore, all major 
collaborators are well-known in their own community, and I provide enough biographical detail 
that attempting to hide their identities by changing their names would not have been effective, in 
the case of community members reading this work.  Additionally, I excluded intimate details of 
the collaborators’ lives and social circles that had nothing to do with the subject of my inquiry.  
Finally, some of the study collaborators are well-connected with prominent Native American 
activists, including founding members of the American Indian Movement.  Since Tuscarora 
sovereignty and recognition are an important subject of this study, acknowledging the names of 
Tuscarora activists who have collaborated with nationwide Native American figures serves some 
of the political aims and ambitions of Robeson County’s Tuscarora, without unduly putting the 
named artists and activists at risk. 
   
Analysis 
I examined all of the data gathered – from the plant collecting trips, the ethnographic 
interviews, the artist studio visits, art sales, and interactions with politicians – using the 
analytical lens of a relatively diverse body of scholarly literature that foregrounds the agency of 
various beings who do not belong to the Homo sapiens sapiens variety, with a specific focus on 
the political import of various kinds of material agency and non-human agency. 
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I transcribed or had transcribed (using the reliable and efficient, but relatively expensive 
rev.com transcription service; real humans do the transcribing, not robots) three of the 
interviews, and listened carefully to all other interviews, intermittently transcribing salient 
passages.  I combed through the interviews and coded appropriately to my topic:  For example, 
the culture and plants and politics code had three sub-codes:  culture and politics, plants and 
politics, and plants and culture.  ‘Tuscarora and Lumbee’ was another code, reflecting the 
relationship between Robeson County’s two most prominent Native American tribes.  In separate 
files, I typed out detailed memoranda based on those codes, using skills I acquired with the help 
of Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011 [1995]), thanks to Charles Price of the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill.  The most salient passages in the interviews then figured prominently in 
the empirical chapters of my dissertation, especially Chapter 7:  Plants’ and Plant Materials’ 
Roles in the Political Lives of the Tuscarora.   
Chapter 6:  Affective Ecologies is largely based on artist studio visits.  I listened to 11 audio 
recordings and examined 3,355 still images and 254 videos for data that best spoke to the 
chapter’s theme of affective ecology.  Chapter 5:  Following the Network introduces the actors in 
the network that includes the plant, the plant materials, the artist and activist, the buyer, and the 
politician.  Data sources for this chapter were miscellaneous, and included data collected during 
art sales participant observation, during a Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina meeting with a 
North Carolina state Senator, ethnographic interviews, and plant collections. 
 
In conclusion, a variety of data-gathering and analytical methods were used in order to 






CHAPTER 5:  FOLLOWING THE NETWORK 
 
We shall in this project endeavor to trace a network that includes the plant, the collector, the 
plant materials, the artist/activist, the buyer (or ultimate receiver of the piece of art or craft), and 
the politician.  Bruno Latour writes (1996) that the simile of the fishing net, with strands and 
knots, is not enough to bring a network to life. “ANT makes use of some of the simplest 
properties of nets and then adds to it an actor that does some work...” (371). In this project, we 
focus on the work that the plant and the plant materials do in this network, without ignoring the 
work that the other actors do. If for example the artist sets the plant material (now a sculpture, a 
bread bowl, or a pipe) in motion by carrying it to the fair to sell it, we are concerned with the 
effects this movement has on the plant material, and on the artist. The artist modifies the plant 
material by setting it in motion: conversely, the plant material modifies the artist by being set in 
motion. In Latour’s actor-network parlance, we are here considering the plant material a quasi-
object, “a moving actant that transforms those who do the moving, because they transform the 
moving object” (Ibid., 379).  In being carried to the fair, the plant material is transforming the 
artist into an artist-who-is-carrying-a-plant-to-the-fair. 
An actor-network is a heterogeneous assemblage that liberally mixes the stuff of nature, of 
society, and of engineering. An ill-defined thing such as ‘blogosphere’ can be an actant, and so 
can a ‘miasmus’ or a whale, a gene, a political party, or a microscope. Truth, beauty, and the 
American Way can be actants in some network. Or an electrical transformer. Or a schematic 
diagram for a factory floor. “It might happen that a generative path has limited actants to a 
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homogeneous repertoire of humans or of mechanism or of signs or of ideas or of collective social 
entitites, but these are exceptions which should be accounted for” (Ibid., 380). So a network 
including a plant, plant materials, an artist, a buyer, and a politician crosses the line between 
nature and society by assembling objects traditionally associated with nature (plants) together 
with objects traditionally associated with society: human actors such as an artist, a buyer, and a 
politician. They are actors in each other’s worlds, in the worlds of nature and society.  
The plant materials here act as a succinct bridge between the worlds of nature and society, 
the plant and the human artist.  Of the plant and from the plant, the plant materials are no longer 
quite “in nature” as they sit in the artist’s studio.  They become more and more socialized as they 
become objects of art in the artist’s hands.  The plant materials therefore connect the plant and 













Figure 5.1:  Becoming Taxodium distichum in the networks of care 
 
        Sara Maxwell photo illustration.  Image sources:  Taxodium distichum eBay;  harvester, artist, buyers, Sara Maxwell photos; “Display” 
powwow dancing crazy crow trading post web site; NC Senate chamber wikipedia 
 
See Figure 3.1:  Becoming Caiman latirostris in the networks of sustainable use.   
 
This figure, inspired by Figure 3.1:  Becoming Caiman latirostris in the networks of 
sustainable use, tells the story of the swamp cypress as it cycles through human social and 
political networks:  It is collected, inscribed by the artist with a wood burning tool, bought, and 
displayed, and finally enters the halls of power when it inspires and emotionally moves 
politicians.  Putting to work Sarah Whatmore’s logic in Figure 3.1 (Whatmore 2002), we can 
argue that the species, Taxodium distichum, is no more the tree in the swamp than it is the 
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cypress knee sculpture that has joined human political networks.  Much in the same way that 
Caiman latirostris is no more a crocodile in a river than it is a fashion hand bag.  So, in effect, 
the plant (the species) can carry its agency through into human political worlds in the form of a 
work of art fashioned from one of its parts (the cypress knee).    
In the main body of the chapter, I introduce the actors in this network, and I subdivide the 
chapter into sections entitled “The plant,” “The plant materials and artist/activist,” “The buyer,” 
and “The politician.”  A coda to this chapter, entitled “The propagation of plants as arts,” 
includes a table and two maps that show that the area from which the plants are collected is far 
smaller than the area in which the plant materials remain once they are in art form.  In other 
words, the Central-North-Carolina-sourced plants and plant materials join a heterogeneous 




The network starts with the plant itself. However, there is no such thing as “the plant itself.” 
The plant is nothing, at least not for the purposes of this network, until a person enters the forest 
to collect it. “We simply follow how a given element becomes strategic through the number of 
connections it commands, and how it loses its importance when losing its connections” (Latour 
1996, page 372). So the artist forges a connection with the plant in collecting it. On a warm day 
in September, 2017, Tuscarora artist Rick Jones harvested some of the nutritive underground 
stems (rhizomes) of Smilax laurifolia, or greenbrier, from his friend Larry Oxendine’s farm in 
Philadelphus, North Carolina, northeast of Rick’s house in Pembroke. Larry’s farm abuts 
Richland Swamp...  
“...which was about 15km and fifteen minutes’ drive away in Rick’s huge-
wheeled black 1991 Jeep Wrangler. A windy drive with the plastic windows open. 
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Canvas-top jeep. We pulled off the pavement and met Larry and another man 
(Larry driving) in a white Impala (2009-era). Larry was taking the other man to 
get some gas and would be back shortly.” (Maxwell 2017a, p. 51) 
 
Larry keeps cows and goats and hogs, enough hogs that the Campbell’s Soup plant in 
Maxton pays him to take their vegetable peelings and scraps, which he feeds to the pigs. Rick 
claimed on this day that Larry was the biggest hog farmer in Robeson County, by the number of 
individuals in the passel. 
After Larry returned on this balmy, sunny 18 September in 2017, Rick and I headed for the 
forest in the jeep. We drove through a field of dog fennel in back of Larry’s house. Rick shifted 
into four-wheel-drive-low, and we puttered along at about one mile an hour. Finally we arrived 
at a filthy livestock pond with water the color of milky mother-of-pearl. We jumped out of the 
jeep. The swamp was just downslope from the shored-up livestock pond. 
“Larry’s squat white boxer mix with the sagging teats of many litters 
accompanied us, and at times seemed to be leading the expedition.” (Maxwell 
2017a, p. 54) 
 
The site was an ecologically degraded site typical of the wildland-urban interface. The goats 
had stripped the leaves off most every plant to the height of an adult goat standing on her hind 
legs. Ecologically, the site was a typical inner coastal plain North Carolina riverine wetland, with 
black water and low hanging vines. So much of the area was under water after the late summer 
rains that the dense clumps of greenbrier stems growing out of the ground were among the only 
small spots that packed enough solid earth together to stand on. Larry’s animals had trampled the 
site thoroughly, and there were hoof marks everywhere. With the progressive concentration of 
agriculture in Robeson County over the centuries, the collection of wild plants became more and 
more of a process of harvesting from the nodes of farms rather than striding into a pristine forest 
to collect. 
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Rick and I were looking for greenbrier (Smilax laurifolia L.), he for the heads he carves for 
his smoking pipes, I for the herbarium collection.  We danced from island of greenbrier stems to 
island of greenbrier stems, on a quixotic quest for plants with flowers and fruit, the gold standard 
of Linnaean species identification. Unfortunately, we arrived at the wrong time of year for 
Smilax laurifolia in this region to flower and fruit. Under the goat mowing regime, we were 
happy that we found six specimens with leaves left on them. Rick clipped them with his clipper, 
and I awkwardly stashed them in plastic Harris Teeter bags I had improvised as field collection 
bags. I wrote collection numbers on the backs of leaves and on stems. Everywhere we turned, the 
razor-sharp thorns of the plant tore at the legs of our jeans, as if to keep us out, or hold us in.  
In an important indication of how these greenbriers and these humans have developed an 
intimate relationship – a local network – local indigenous collaborators have developed a folk 
taxonomy for these local plants that sets it apart from Linnaean taxonomy. Rick had different 
names for the same species, depending on whether he was describing a fresh young plant with 
green stems and leaves, or an older plant whose arm-level stem was hard, thorny, and dry, and 
dark gray or black.  In some instances, we could see the young, fresh, green shoot, towering in 
the canopy, but at eye level, the stem was hard, gray, and dry. He called specimens of young 
plants ‘bamboo’ and older plants ‘black briar,’ even when talking about the same species. 
Another Robeson County Tuscarora collaborator, James Alan Jones (no relation,) also calls 
young fresh green Smilax laurifolia ‘bamboo.’ 
In the Linnaean system, ‘bamboo’ is a group in the grass family, Poaceae, while Smilax is in 
its own family, Smilacaceae. And black briar is a folk taxonomy scattered across the global 
English-speaking world, referring to various Linnaean taxa. I found no instance in the literature 
of Smilax being referred to as black briar outside of Robeson County. Rick also identified a few 
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other unrelated species as black briar at the same place on the same day. For him, the 
determinant seemed more the current condition of the plant than actual species or genus. 
The impulse of many ethnobotanical studies in the past contrasting folk taxonomies with 
Linnaean taxonomies was to assert the superiority of the European, Linnaean system, usually by 
attempting to demonstrate that the Linnaean system was more complex and accurate than 
whatever local folk or indigenous system being researched. Or the study contrasted the 
researched community’s complexity of folk taxonomy with that of a neighboring community in 
an attempt to determine the communities’ relative levels of sophistication of environmental 
knowledge. By contrast, my point is that the fact that the local people had developed their own 
taxonomy independent of the Linnaean system is a strong indicator of the intimate space the 
people inhabit with the plants, a space that breeds networks. 
After some time thus dancing from island to island, and collecting the plants we needed, we 
went looking for Larry, who had wandered off with his dog. We could hear the dog barking 
behind a thicket. They presently reappeared, and Rick pointed out a bird of prey perched in a 
nearby turkey oak. 
 66 
Figure 5.2: Rick and Larry 
 
         Photo Sara Maxwell. 
A herd of Larry’s cows had surrounded us by the time we were done collecting,. Perhaps it was time to 
be fed. Left to right: Rick, Larry. 
 
On many occasions over the three years that I observed Rick Jones in the studio or collected 
plants with him, animals interceded in our interactions. Larry’s boxer mix helped sniff out stems 
on this day, and always seemed under foot. And by the end of the expedition, a herd of Larry’s 
cows had drifted in as if influenced by changing barometric pressure. They sidled up to us and on 
occasion bumped against Larry and Rick, almost nudged them, as if to remind them to feed 
them. Larry and Rick took it without complaint, and chatted for a while about which cow was 
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pregnant, how the calves were doing, and which bull had recently become a steer (been 
neutered). 
The data I collected this day demonstrated to me in a vivid way that the citizens of ‘society,’ 
and of the animal and plant kingdoms, far from inhabiting different nations, connect in an 
assemblage that makes the greenbrier who it is, and makes the Tuscarora artist who he is, in the 
moment of becoming that is as complex and simple as clipping a stem, getting pricked by a 
thorn, or getting nudged by a cow (Ogden 2011). 
 
The plant materials and Tuscarora artist and activist 
Rick has carried his pipes with Smilax pipe heads to a variety of Native American 
ceremonies, including the One Fire Council in Robeson County.  This was a 2013 effort to unite 
the Tuscarora in the county.  Tuscarora leader Kendall Locklear invited members of various 
Tuscarora factions onto his land for ceremonies on Sunday mornings.  Participants passed around 
Rick’s pipe and smoked it, all the while raising prayers to the heavens for the sick and injured of 
the community.  Not just Tuscarora joined these ceremonies, but also members of the New York-
based Iroquois Confederacy, whom the Tuscarora joined in the 18th Century (LaVere 2013).  The 
One Fire Council never did unite all the Tuscarora factions, but the events made significant 
progress in connecting people and working toward unity of purpose in the community.  And it 
allowed Smilax laurifolia, on the head of a smoking pipe, to participate in an explicitly political 
event in Robeson County.  By helping to foster good will among Tuscarora and Iroquois 
factions, Rick, the plant, the plant materials, and finally the pipe as art work and as useful 
implement, worked together to extend their network (Jones 2019).   
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Rick carried the plant material a long way through the network that formed around the 
smoking pipe’s political action. He harvested the rhizome, carved it into a pipe head, attached it 
to a hemp stem, drove it from his home to Kendall Locklear’s property, and used it in the 
ceremony. The artist and activist is an integral part of this network. In other words, he wants the 
plant’s story and his own to have the greatest possible effect on the body politic. The activist 
helps the plant-art propagate its statement through the network.  Exactly how the plant 
collaborates – actively – in the political process, and how it gets there, and in what form, is the 
subject of the next two chapters. 
 
The buyer 
The next actor in the network is the buyer. She is responsible for propagation of the network 
from the hands of the artist and seller into the public. She is more or less interested in the life of 
the artist, the culture of her ancestors, the wellbeing of the plant in the “wild,” the livelihood of 
families. But in buying a non-timber forest product and setting it up in her office, her store, or 
her home; or giving it to someone else; or snapping a picture and posting it; or all of the above – 
she always propagates the network, plays her part in helping the Tuscarora tell their story and the 
plant tell its story. 
The two women from Pembroke who bought a decorated cypress knee from Francine Scott at 
the Homecoming Celebration in Pembroke on 7 July 2018 came to Francine’s stand late in the 
afternoon. The annual Homecoming brings local American Indians and members of Robeson 
County’s Native American diaspora together in Pembroke every year. Francine had been 
spending most of the day painting the faces of children as Spider-Man, princess, and Wonder 
Woman, so she had not had the chance to finish the sculpture before they arrived. On earlier 
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days, she had already stripped the bark off and sanded it, carved the images of a turtle and a 
feather into the 30-centimeter-tall piece using a wood-burning tool, and had painted the feather 
in black, white, red, and turquoise. 
 
Figure 5.3: Francine’s cypress knee sculpture: turtle view 
 
                                                                  Photo: Sara Maxwell 
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Figure 5.4: Francine’s cypress knee sculpture: feather view 
 
                                                                  Photo: Sara Maxwell 
 
Francine knew the women were there to buy, so she seized the sculpture and hurriedly 
finished the piece. She chatted with the women while she sealed the sculpture with polyurethane 
using a paintbrush, a process which took several minutes. This was an opportunity for the plant 
material’s agency to emerge. From my field notes: 
I think this is a wonderful example of how the plant does affective labor, how it 
connects people. The women were waiting for their piece to be finished, and 
(Francine) was taking the opportunity to renew her social ties with them by telling 
them a story while she worked. The plant provided an opportunity for social 




Figure 5.5: Francine tells a story as she works 
 
                                                                  Photo: Sara Maxwell 
 
The three women took the opportunity of Francine’s finishing work on the cypress knee to 
renew social ties. The buyers were active participants in this process. All three inquired about the 
health of people they knew in common, and provided the latest news. This was not some chance 
occurrence. Francine would report later that the women stopped at her booth at the Homecoming 
every year to buy a cypress knee sculpture. And each time, they would give each other the news. 
The plant material thus played an instrumental part in tightening the three womens’ social bonds 
over a number of years. 
For many in the community, the annual Homecoming Celebration around the time of 4 July 
is one of the year’s most important social occasions. Lumbees, Tuscaroras, and other American 
Indians from Robeson County temporarily reverse their diaspora from all over the world and 
descend on Pembroke for a few days, momentarily swelling the small town’s population. For 
those who were left behind, it is an opportunity to see dear faces from long ago. And so it is for 
this mother and daughter. 
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Figure 5.6: Francine’s buyers, a mother and daughter 
 
                                                        Photo: Sara Maxwell 
Today, the mother, left, bought the sculpture for her daughter, right. 
 
Francine takes the act of selling her art seriously. The fact that her pieces fetch a price gives 
her a feeling of value and accomplishment as an artist (Scott 2015). The act of buying and selling 
also facilitates the material exchange of the transaction, and is an important part of propagating 
the network. The sculpture is transferred into the woman’s hand, and the money bill is 
transferred into Francine’s pocket. Later, the work that Francine put into the sculpture will be 
transformed into the material substances of diet Pepsi, of eggs, of art supplies, of gasoline (Marx 
1872, page 15 and passim, Chapter I).  
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Figure 5.7: Money changes hands 
 
                                                                 Photo: Sara Maxwell 
 
But it is clear that profit is not the primary impetus for why Francine sources the cypress 
knees in the swamp. Given the amount of time and expense Francine devotes to stripping, 
sanding, etching, painting, and sealing the sculptures, she very rarely makes a profit from their 
sale. The cypress knee above, she initially offered to the woman for $20, and the two had already 
agreed on the price. Then in the moment of the actual sale (Figure 5.7), Francine changed her 
mind, and unprompted, dropped the sale price to $18. Moments after the image for Figure 5.7 
was captured, Francine handed the woman two dollars’ change. From a series of ethnographic 
interviews over three-and-a-half years, it became clear that Francine does not source and 
decorate and sell the cypress knees solely for profit.  On this 2018 Homecoming day, Francine 
earned far more money from painting the faces of children than from this one cypress-knee sale. 
Francine’s collaboration with the cypress knees has far more to do with her desire to tell her 
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story to the world as a Tuscarora and as an American Indian artist, and to help the cypresses tell 
their stories as well (Scott 2018d). 
After some time – far more time than it generally takes to make a sale – the two women 
strolled on, to converse with other stall owners and to continue renewing their social networks. 
And in so doing, they carried the sculpture with them, showing it off to a whole new public, 
continuing to propagate the network that enlivens the plant’s and the plant materials’ agency. 
I would argue that expanding your social network is an inherently political act.  The women 
might not have been discussing political parties, but they were certainly strengthening 
connections that can do political work. 
 
The politician 
22 July 2016. It was a sultry summer day at the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina, a 
community on four acres outside of Maxton, Robeson County. The women had laid out a buffet 
of watermelon, donuts, and crackers with pepperoni and American cheese, and coffee, indicating 
that this was not a typical day in the nation’s cavernous, corrugated metal warehouse of a 
kitchen. The kitchen, which doubled as a community center (the Nation’s weekly culture nights, 
with drumming, singing, dancing, and beadwork, were held here), was packed with people on 
this day. State Senator Jane Smith, Democrat of Lumberton, was coming to the Nation to hear 
leaders’ grievances relating to the recognition petition that had sat unanswered for four years in 
front of the state Commission of Indian Affairs (the details of this day are from personal 
memory, from Shiles 2016, and from Maxwell 2016 (Notebook 3), pages 35-40). 
The politician is a key actor in the becoming of Taxodium distichum. She carries the plant 
into the halls of government, either literally or in her memory. She allows for the proliferation of 
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the plant’s activities in the sphere of human government, and helps transform, say, the North 
Carolina state Senate, into the Parliament of Things, where plants are delegates (Latour 1993). 
The politician’s activities are therefore not outside the sphere of the plant’s agency, even while 
the plant is acted upon by the politician.   
Several Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina (TNNC) council members were present that day, 
including Bear Clan Chief Leon Locklear, his eldest son, Beaver Clan Chief Mitchell Locklear, 
and Onyas Locklear, Mitchell’s nephew. Dina S. Barton, a leader of the Tuscarora of Red 
Springs and the daughter of Red Springs Tuscarora leader Dr. Robert Chavis, was there. So was 
Stan Locklear, a leader of the Tuscarora Longhouse in Prospect, about five kilometers north of 
Pembroke. Also present were the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina women: Vanessa, Onyas’s 
wife; Urinda, his daughter; Shelina, Cheyenne, and Crystal, all grand-daughters of Leon 
Locklear. Curtis, an African American truck driver from Laurinburg who periodically 
volunteered for the Nation, was video-recording the event. Also there was Bob Shiles, a reporter 
for the Lumberton daily Robesonian newspaper, who later produced an article on the event 
(Shiles 2016). During much of the proceedings, Onyas’s nephew, Onyas’s seventeen-year-old 
son Seneca “Buck” Locklear, and Seneca’s friend Dustin, played a hand drum and other small 
percussion instruments in the background (see Figure 5.8). The music they played helped 
transmit Tuscarora culture to state Senator Smith, and contributed to her overall impression of 
the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina being an “authentic” Indian tribe. And plants played an 
integral part in this activity: the percussion instruments were constructed in part from wood 
sourced from local forests (Onyas Locklear, personal communication, Tuscarora culture night.)  
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Figure 5.8: The Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina, and Taxodium distichum, meet Senator 
Smith 
 
                                                                                                          Robesonian newspaper 
Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina Beaver Clan Chief Mitchell 
Locklear, right, makes the case for recognition to state Senator Jane 
Smith (not pictured). Red Springs Tuscarora leader Dina S. Barton is in 
foreground left, TNNC Tribal Council member Onyas Locklear is 
partially hidden behind her. The young musicians in the background 
are, left to right, Onyas’s nephew, Onyas’s son Seneca, and Seneca’s 
friend Dustin. 
 
Mitchell Locklear, the Nation’s Beaver Clan Chief, who had been spearheading the 
recognition effort, presented Smith with an hour-long, impassioned speech questioning the 
cultural authenticity of North Carolina’s other tribes and making the Tuscarora case for 
recognition. Smith responded that she would not get involved in an intertribal conflict because 
she also represents the state-recognized tribes in Robeson and Columbus Counties, the Lumbee 
and the Waccamaw Siouan, respectively. But she said she would look into the reasons behind the 
Commission of Indian Affairs’s inaction on the petition. 
Leon Locklear, the elder chief, who was 80 years old on that day, sat by silently during the 
official part of the meeting, but invited Smith to tour the Nation’s museum with him afterwards. 
The museum is in a round house, perhaps about 20 meters in diameter, adjacent to the tribal 
office, about 50 meters from the kitchen. The museum contains a collection of Native American 
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artifacts. Near the round house’s center column was displayed a large cypress knee sculpture, 
perhaps about 1.50 meters (5 feet) tall. This caught the state senator’s attention. Burned into the 
cypress knee’s side was the sketched profile of a woman and the words, “DEDICATED TO 
OUR TURTLE CLAN MOTHER BETHEA LOCKLEAR,” and the woman’s birth and death 
dates. Smith was visibly moved by the sculpture and asked Leon several questions about it. She 
guessed correctly that this was Leon’s deceased wife and the matriarch of the familial clan that 
forms the nucleus of the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina. Smith kept returning to this 
sculpture during the visit, and from the way her voice caught when she talked about it, it was 
clear that she was emotionally moved by it. 
In this chapter, I have illuminated the affective labor the plant performs in this moment: the 
important work the plant performs, by providing its knee, in influencing a politician to act on 
behalf not only of the Tuscarora but also of the forests around them, whom they have recognized 
a sacred duty to protect.  The plant here forms a political collaboration with the politician who 
has the power to change its fate. State Senator Smith would take her memories of Chief Leon and 
his wife, who became alive momentarily for her once again on the surface of that cypress knee, 
into the halls of the state Senate to fight for the Tuscarora.  
I later asked Leon who had made that sculpture. His response was that he didn’t remember, 
but the bluegrass musicians with whom he jams every week would surely remember, and he 
would ask them. It was not until 2018 that I would learn the answer: the creator of the sculpture 
was one of my other main ethnographic collaborators and interlocutors. The creator of that 
sculpture had been none other than Francine Scott. The network continues to tighten its embrace 




None of us – whether human, (other) animal, or plant – acts alone. Each and every one of our 
actions, our decisions, activities, thoughts, is contingent upon all the other actors in the networks 
that we are part of. We make our own decisions, but we never make them alone. Our decision is 
never born, miraculously, without source, in our brain. This fact allows us to modify Descartes’s 
‘Cogito ergo sum’ to ‘Cogito ergo sumus.’ I will explore the exact nature of this agency, what 
actually happens at the points of contact between the plant material and the artist, in the next 
chapter. What is the exact nature of the connection between the artist and the plant material? 
 
Coda:  The propagation of plants as arts 
This final section to the chapter includes a table and two maps that show that the area from 
which the plants are collected is far smaller than the area to which the plant materials travel once 
they are in art form.  In other words, the Central-North-Carolina-sourced plants and plant 
materials join a heterogeneous assemblage that takes them to the halls of power in Washington 
DC, among other places. 
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Figure 5.9: Plant collections4 
 
                                                                                                                                                                          Source for base map:  Google MyMaps 
 
The scale at the bottom of this map shows that the plant materials for the pieces of art 
discussed in this dissertation were all sourced in and around Robeson County, from an area with 
a radius of approximately 40 kilometers. 
Figure 5.10: Plant destinations4 
 
                                                                                                                                                                          Source for base map:  Google MyMaps 
 
4 Certain collection and destination points have several items stacked on top of one another. 
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The scale at the bottom of this map shows the vast distances the plant materials traveled in 
the heterogeneous network that also included the artists, politicians, and art buyers, compared to 
the small area from which the materials were sourced.  The distance between Washington DC 
and Leesburg, Florida, is about 1,200 kilometers.  These two maps show that the plants 
propagated, in art form.   
 
The locations on the maps are based on data contained in Table 5.1, at the very end of this 
chapter.  The data in the table were based on participation observation (including plant 
collecting trips I undertook with the artists) and artist interviews.
 
 
Table 5.1:  Plant collection origins and art piece destinations 
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CHAPTER 6:  AFFECTIVE ECOLOGIES 
 
 
In the actor-network that includes the plant, the collector, the plant materials, the artist, the 
activist, the buyer, and the politician, the situations in which the plants and plant materials come 
into physical contact with the collector and the artist become particularly salient.  This is where, 
to paraphrase Hustak and Myers (2012), plants and humans involve themselves in one another’s 
lives.  In this chapter, I will therefore take a closer look at the agency of plants and plant 
materials in the context of a plant collecting trip and of the emergence of works of art and 
practical use in the artists’ studios. 
 
Plant collecting 
It was a cool, sunny December day when Rick Jones and I ventured into the swamp behind 
Rick’s friend Larry Oxendine’s house and farm in Buie, North Carolina, near Pembroke.  The 
mission:  to collect a Smilax laurifolia rhizome to benefit Rick’s future pipe-carving work.  Rick 
carves the heads of smoking pipes out of the rhizomes.  The group of greenbrier stems emerging 
from the ground seemed innocuous enough, and Rick and I optimistically looked forward to an 




Figure 6.1:  Contemplating the greenbrier to be extracted 
 
 
                                                                                                                               Sara Maxwell photo 
The Smilax laurifolia whose rhizome we extracted on 14 December 
2017 gave no hint of the resistance it would present to our shovel 
 
Two hours later on this 14 December, 2017, Rick and I had dug a one-foot-deep trench 
around three sides of the clumpy rhizome, which extended farther than we had originally 
imagined.  We were bone-tired.  The soggy ground sucked at the shovel, and the rhizome’s 
tendrils were almost impossible to cut through.   
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Figure 6.2:  Rick and I dig a trench around the rhizome 
 
 
                                                                                                                               Sara Maxwell photo 
Extracting the Smilax rhizome was back-breaking labor 
 
After we had thus labored for a while, Larry Oxendine arrived on site with his backhoe.  That 
piece of machinery took about five minutes to finish off what might have been hours more of 
shoveling work.  Larry pulled the rhizome from the ground in two swift swipes of the shovel.  In 





Figure 6.3:  Larry’s backhoe completes the extraction 
 
 
                                                                                                                 Sara Maxwell photo 
Our sweat and muscular labor was supplemented by the work of a 
modern piece of earth moving equipment 
 
Rick would later tell me in a telephone conversation that that morning’s shoveling work bent 
over the ditch around the Smilax rhizome resulted in a back injury for Rick that would last for 
months.  The rhizome’s resistance to extraction that morning presented an alternative reading of 
Hustak and Myers’s concept of affective ecology, and Neera Singh’s concept of the affective 
labor of forests.  Rather than “an affective ecology shaped by pleasure” and “play,” (Hustak and 
Myers 2012), as exists between orchids and their pollinators, this Smilax ultimately yielded its 
rhizome, but only after a tug-of-war with the human collectors.  Many of the same factors are at 
play:  Sensuous interactions based on touch and sight; the fulfillment of needs or desires; and the 
extraction of materials.  The Smilax, however, demands a higher price from the human collector 
than the orchid demands from its pollinators.  (It is worthwhile to add here that the extraction of 
a rhizome does not necessarily kill a plant.  Rhizomes are distributed across the landscape, and a 
plant might survive if not all of its rhizomes are removed.) 
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Similarly, an affective relationship develops between Rick and the Smilax that contrasts with 
the affective labor of growing forests that Neera Singh describes (Singh 2013).  In that article, 
Singh argues that the emotional bond that villagers developed with their forest allowed them to 
excel as environmental subjects to the extent that the villagers in one particular village in India 
exceeded the performance expectations of a national ecological conservation scheme.  In other 
words, their love for the forest allowed the villagers to take better care of their forest than 
residents in nearby villages who had undergone federally-funded conservation training took care 
of their own forests.  Rick and my experience with the shovel and the Smilax rhizome shows that 
affective labor flows both ways, from human to forest and from forest to human.  The forest’s 
affective labor – and here, specifically, the Smilax’s affective labor – comes in the form of 
growing and propagating.  The value the Smilax creates for humans comes in the form of a 
rhizome that Rick can use to fashion pipe heads.  And if parting with its rhizome is an act of 
love, the resistance the plant demonstrated to rhizome extraction made this an act of tough love. 
The plant does display agency here, but not aligned with the aims of Rick Jones and me, the 
collectors.  Rather, the plant seemed to be saying that it was eager to keep all of its rhizome, and 
our injury of the plant would be met by injury to the collector (Rick did sustain a back injury that 
day).  This display of plant agency, however, does not necessarily preclude the plant materials 
derived from the day’s work from benefitting the Smilax laurifolia species or the forest from 
which the material was derived.  The material will go on to join human political networks as one 
or more pipe heads, and the plant material in art form may collaborate with humans to do work 
for the forest. 
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Nor does the plant’s reluctant display on this day discount the affective labor of other plants 
providing their materials for miscellaneous purposes, including for telling the story of a people, 
and fighting on behalf of a forest. 
 
Figure 6.4:  Rhizome after cleaning 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                Sara Maxwell photo 
 
After extraction, Rick and Larry spent one to two hours rinsing soil off the rhizome with a 
garden hose, and the rhizome lay on the shovel of the backhoe, with a bottle of water set nearby 
to give a sense of scale.  In terms of Smilax rhizomes that Rick had extracted over the years, this 
was a massive piece. 
 
Studio work:  Rick Jones 
Three months before, Rick began work on another piece of Smilax rhizome that he had 
previously collected in similar fashion.  It was a sunny, warm, mid-September day in 2017, when 
Rick Jones and I sat down in the back yard of his home in Pembroke, North Carolina, for what 
 
 94 
would become one of four pipe carving sessions that I would carefully document, witnessing the 
whole transformation of a Smilax laurifolia rhizome5 and other materials into a smoking pipe.  
Rick greeted me at the front gate, accompanied by his Rottweiler and his beagle mix.  For the 
rest of the session, these dogs would be milling about, always under foot, sometimes lying 
literally on our feet, contributing to the assemblage that would yield a politically active smoking 
pipe. 
The 14 September 2017 session would not have been possible if a Smilax plant behind Rick’s 
friend Larry Oxendine’s house near Pembroke had not yielded some of its rhizomes for Rick’s 
project.  That act of affective labor would make a fundamental contribution to the affective 
ecology of the pipe carving session, a sensual process that would engage all of our senses 
(Hustak and Myers 2012).   In the back yard, Rick had placed a massive steel picnic table under 
the shade of a tree near the tool shed in which his Smilax rhizomes cured for months before use.  
On this warm, sunny day, I wrote in my field notebook:  “Caterpillars had eaten holes in the 
leaves of the tree whose shade we sought, so the shade was imperfect at best” (Maxwell 2016-
2018, page 44).   
 
 
5 In this chapter and throughout the dissertation, I quote from my fieldnotes, in which I sometimes refer to the 
Smilax rhizome as a root, in deference to Rick’s terminology.  However, ‘rhizome’ – a horizontally-growing 
underground stem-- is more accurate in strict botanical nomenclature.  The Linnaean name for what Rick calls 
‘blackbriar’ is Smilax laurifolia, also called greenbrier. 
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Figure 6.5:  Carving the pipe head 
 
 
                                                                                                                               Sara Maxwell photo 
Rick Jones carves a Smilax laurifolia rhizome into a pipe head on 14 
September 2017 in his back yard in Pembroke, North Carolina, while 
his dogs look on.   
 
The first order of business was to remove the skin from the cured Smilax rhizome, which 
Rick did with a circular sander.  As he sands, he chars the wood underneath black.  “What it’s 
doing is burning the meat off of it,” Rick comments.  “What we’re trying to do is get into the 
texture” (Maxwell 2016-2018, page 41).  Even as we sat there, Rick smoking cigarette after 
cigarette as he worked and talked, I could not help but notice that we were part of the assemblage 
that would eventually produce the pipe.  In my field notes, I wrote of that session:  “The mélange 
of different senses really gave me a feel for Rick’s milieu as he works:  The mushroomy smell of 
the root shavings mixed with the smell of the cigarette smoke.  The hypnotic whine of the 
grinder.  And underfoot at all times, the sprawling bodies of the napping dogs, close enough to 
touch, sometimes lying on your feet.  A subtle urine smell emanating from the dogs/swamp.  All 
this formed an assemblage that the plant was able to bring together.  Carving the pipe out of the 
plant was, after all, the point of the afternoon.  That is what I mean by affective labor: The plant 
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is able to bring together Rick and the dogs and me so that this work can be completed.  Rick 
actually talked about loving the dogs, that they are never afraid they’ll get hurt by the grinders” 
(Maxwell 2016-2018, page 47). 
Rick next worked with a grinder that had a cone-shaped bit.  He took off the charred surface 
that the disc grinder had left, and began giving shape to the pipe head.  He carved a ring around 
the circumference, just below the top, and began smoothing out bumps and valleys all over the 
piece.  He eventually noticed a crack on the side of the pipe head.  Initially dismayed, Rick 
decided he could incorporate the crack into the piece.  In a future session, he would hollow out 
the crack and give extra character to the pipe head with this curved irregularity.   
 
Figure 6.6:  The result of the first carving session 
 
 
                                                                                                                               Sara Maxwell photo 
Rick has removed the skin from the Smilax rhizome.  He ground away 
charred material and began giving shape to the pipe head.  A crack he 
discovered after he had started working on the piece is visible.   
 
Toward the end of this first carving session, I asked Rick whether it was he who gave the 
pipe head its shape or whether he was simply revealing in the wood something that was already 
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there.  He responded:  “You’ll see it.  I might have an idea for it.  But it never comes out that 
way” (Jones 2017b, 32nd minute).   
Three months and three carving sessions later, the piece would be done.  Rick will have 
hollowed out the pipe head to make room for tobacco and smoke, as well as applying molten 
bees’ wax to the outside to add luster.  Before attaching it to a two-foot-long Cannabis stem, 
Rick urged me to weigh the pipe head in my hand.  He pointed out how heavy and solid the piece 
had become, how weighty and material, through months of curing in Rick’s tool shed, and after 
Rick had sanded away lighter elements like the skin (Maxwell 2016-2018). 
 
Figure 6.7:  The finished piece 
 
 
                                                                                                                               Sara Maxwell photo 
Four carving sessions revealed the visible result.  The pipe was 
essentially done in this image taken on 30 November 2017. 
 
In Figure 6.3, Rick has already attached a rectangle of rattlesnake belly skin to the stem near 
the pipe head.  He has wrapped the narrow male end of the stem with twine to give the female 
end on the pipe head a snug fit.  What is not visible in the image is that Rick would later present 
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the pipe to me with two final additions:  A pair of turkey feathers attached to the stem with 
twine, and a narrow strip of the soft pelt of a young beaver on the stem adjacent to the pipe head.  
Rick had sold the pipe to me for $150.  Also not visible in the image:  Rick and I inaugurated the 
pipe by smoking it together, using tobacco that Rick had grown himself.  This collective act 
would contribute to the affective ecology of the pipe’s creation, by adding a fifth sense – that of 
taste – to the ways that the pipe carving process had already engaged our senses of sight (the 
charred skin of the pipe head; the luster brought out by the bees’ wax), hearing (the whine of the 
grinder), smell (the mushroomy smell of the rhizome shavings), and touch (the heat of the sun, 
imperfectly shaded by the tree with damaged leaves; weighing the pipe head in my hand). 
The pipe is now part of my collection.  I frequently present it at my lectures and presentations 
about the Tuscarora sovereignty struggle.  Therefore, finally, I, too, am part of the network that 
carries a Smilax rhizome out of the ground in the swamp behind a farm house near Pembroke, to 
an outdoor studio where it is processed into a pipe head, into a world of college students, 
geographers, and members of the general public, many of whom are just finding out for the first 
time that there are still Tuscaroras in the state of North Carolina. 
 
Elisha Locklear 
A few hours spent with Elisha Locklear carving a bread bowl from a block of tupelo wood all 
the way to the finished product immerses the Nyssa sp. wood, the artist, and anyone who might 
witness them, in a world in which the material is constantly engaging the senses, and calls upon 
the artist to produce the artistic (or crafts) work.  Mr. Elisha’s bread bowls are shallow bowls, 
perhaps about two feet long, useful for the kneading of bread dough.  He sells them at the Native 
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American Homecoming festival in Pembroke, North Carolina, every July, and at local crafts 
fairs.   
 
Figure 6.8:  The chain saw work 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                Sara Maxwell photo 
Elisha Locklear carved a bread bowl from block of wood to finished 
product on 26 October 2017 
 
On a cool, sunny, 26 October in 2017, Elisha Locklear added to an already-tall pile of wood 
shavings behind him as he worked with his chain saw on a bread bowl.  The pile of pale tupelo 
shavings had grown over previous days as he had carved block of wood after block of wood into 
basic bread bowl shapes.  Now, almost as tall as he, the pile of shavings appeared to threaten to 
overtake him.  The bases of trees on hand that day would eventually become more than a dozen 
bread bowls.  Mr. Elisha did much more than cut with his chain saw:  he was sculpting.  Later, 
when he described the chain sawing process, he echoed sentiments that Francine Scott and Rick 
Jones had also expressed, that the final shape of the work is already in the wood before the artist 
even touches a tool to it.  “When I look at a block of wood like that piece I just cut a few minutes 
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ago, I try to see what the bowls are actually gonna look like before I actually open up the block 
of wood,” Elisha explained.  “Because you want to, if you’ve already seen shape in it, you want 
to go with that shape.  You don’t want to be changing the shape in the middle of cutting the 
wood.  If you start doing that, you could have something ugly coming out of it” (Locklear 2017).  
In the words of Vinciane Despret, “the being of the work nevertheless exists before the artist has 
made it,” and the work calls upon the artist to make it (Despret 2016). 
What was remarkable about the carnival of senses presented to a witness as Elisha worked 
with his chain saw – the blare of the tool itself, the constant spray of tupelo shavings adding to 
the mountain of shavings behind the artist – was the notable absence of any smell emanating 
from the wood.  “That’s why this wood is used in food preparation,” Elisha commented.  
“There’s no odor, nothing but purity” (Locklear 2017, Minute 6).  Elisha had previously 
explained that the part of the tupelo that is used to make the bread bowls – the generally water-
logged base of the tree in the swamp – typically carries no tannins or other volatile compounds, 
which after all would be washed out by the swamp water passing through.  It is this piece of 
traditional ecological knowledge that has inspired Elisha to join an assemblage of human, plant, 
and landscape, to produce a useful kitchen implement. 
The chain saw work achieves another important purpose:  Elisha uses the chainsaw to carve a 




Figure 6.9:  Mr. Elisha’s ‘cocky’ bread bowl 
 
 
                                                                                                                               Sara Maxwell photo 
The unfinished bread bowl on the table behind Mr. Elisha shows that 
the artist intentionally carves the block of wood so that the bowl will sit 
at an angle 
 
A March 2015 ethnographic interview with Mr. Elisha showed that, much like Charles 
Darwin when he discussed orchids interacting with pollinators in his monograph under 
discussion in Hustak and Myers 2012, Elisha has a tendency to slip into language that ascribes 
agency to his work of art, or gives it qualities generally ascribed to humans:  “…when you turn 
the bowl over, it'll sit sorta slanted toward you so that it'll look like it has character,” Mr. Elisha 
explained.  “The bowl will have personality.  You give it personality by cutting a part on the 
bottom that'll give it a pedestal, so it’ll actually sit with some kind of attitude, sort of like a 
(cocky) man wearing his hat, you know, he’s always inviting someone to knock it off his head 
because he wears it, you know, sorta cocky.  So, the bowl, you give the bowl a personality 
by making a pedestal, cutting a pedestal on it.  Then once you cut your pedestal on it, you start 
the process of digging it out” (Locklear 2015b).   
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After the chain saw work is done, Mr. Elisha takes up position five feet from his house and 
hollows out the bowl with an adse, all the while offering commentary (see Figure 6.9).  As he 
works, he again calls upon his own traditional ecological knowledge.  He makes reference to his 
earlier explanation of why this type of wood, less dense and therefore lighter when dry, is 
popular as a bread bowl.  As explained earlier, the base of the tupelo tree is frequently water-
logged, and the wood there is more porous and less dense, and lighter than other wood when dry.  
This makes it desirable as a bread bowl, because bakers frequently hold the bread bowls on their 
knees while they knead dough.  Mr. Elisha comments as he works with his adse:  “You’ll be 
surprised at how much lighter this piece of wood will be when you make a bowl out of it, as 
opposed to some of these other ones, because by being strictly white wood from this flared-out 
part, people are really amazed at how light the wood is” (Locklear 2017, Minute 27). 
Even as he works, Elisha Locklear reflects on the consequences of humans spurning the type 
of knowledge he has, the ecological knowledge of the land around him.  “If the humans had 
sense enough to realize it, that’s the balance between the humans and the Creation,” he 
comments.  “They come attacking the Creation and all these things, and they don’t realize they 
are killing themselves in the long run” (Locklear 2017, Minute 10). 
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Figure 6.10:  Mr. Elisha’s rough-hewn craft 
 
 
                                                                                                      Sara Maxwell 2015 photo 
Rough patches are visible on this bread bowl.  Mr. Elisha uses lack of 
polish as a craft trademark 
 
After Mr. Elisha has hollowed out the bread bowl for about an hour with an adse, he declares 
the work complete, except for an anticipated short session with a sander.  His remark that his 
work with the sander is cursory adds nuance to Despret’s understanding of the (artistic or crafts) 
work calling out to be made.  Elisha points out that he intentionally refrains from removing all 
the rough edges of the bread bowl with the sander.  “The thing about (adse) cut marks, 
everybody knows it was hand made,” he comments (Locklear 2017, 1 hour 9 minutes).  This 
rough-hewn look, Mr. Elisha explains, is his trademark.  Speaking about the bread bowls, he 
says, “They’re natural.”  This perspective on the work of art calls to mind both Latour 1996, 
about different actors reciprocally forming a network, and Sharma 2015, about different beings 
reciprocally calling each other into being, forming each other.  In a way, Mr. Locklear stands 
Despret’s agentic art work on its head.  Instead of “the work making happen” (Despret 2016), 
Mr. Elisha artificially creates an aura of naturalness around the work of art by intentionally 
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refraining from finishing it too carefully.  Finally, the work of art cannot present itself as the 
stuff of nature until the artist intentionally makes it so.   
 
Francine Scott 
I have asked all the artists whether they believe the specific works of art emerge from their 
own minds, or from the works themselves, or from the materials, the plant-based materials, and 
Rick and Elisha both credit the materials, acknowledging the presence of something in those 
plant materials even before the artist arrives on the scene.  Francine Scott agrees, suggesting that 
the shapes she sees in the cypress knees are communications from her ancestors, who died on the 
river banks where the cypress knees would later grow.  A careful review of the emergence of 
what would become Francine’s Mother Earth cypress knee sculpture reveals an additional actor 
contributing to Francine’s plant-based art:  the fellow human.  The network is now complete:  
The following section will show that not only the plant, the materials, and the artist, agentically 
contribute to shaping the work of art, but also Francine’s friend, Gertha Collins.  Collins, who is 
Native American but not Tuscarora, has been proud of and knowledgeable about her community 
and her culture since she was a child.  So Francine’s friend also connects the art work’s shaping 
to the political and social worlds beyond. 
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Figure 6.11:  The plant, the material, and a Native American friend have a hand in the production 
of Francine Scott’s Mother Earth 
 
 
                                                                                                                               Sara Maxwell photo 
Francine Scott displays her Mother Earth cypress knee sculpture 
moments after she has put the finishing touches on it on 19 March, 
2018.  The woman is carrying a baby; the back of a turtle looks like it is 
emblazoned on Mother Earth’s tunic 
 
Francine Scott began work on 5 March 2018, in the studio in her home in Rennert, North 
Carolina.  Also in attendance was her friend Gertha Collins, the sister of Beverly Collins-Hall, 
Francine’s then-boss at American Indian Mothers, a social service organization in nearby Red 
Springs.  The Collinses are proud Native Americans, and much of what they do is informed by 
their Native American identity, but they do not identify as Tuscarora.  As Francine worked on 5 
March, Gertha described her mother’s work with an ethnobotanist cataloguing the medicinal 
plants of the Lumbee Indians, and Gertha’s participation at a march to save the original Old 
Main hall on the campus of what is now UNC-Pembroke, which was founded as an American 
Indian normal school.  Gertha, along with Elisha Locklear, was present when the Smithsonian 
Museum of the American Indian opened its doors in Washington DC in 2004.  Elisha displayed 
his bread bowls there.   
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Francine’s first step was to peel the bark off the cypress knee, which I had soaked in a bucket 
of water for several days after retrieving it from the property of Francine’s cousin Ned Barton in 
Fayetteville NC.  Ned had collected the cypress knee in Cumberland County, NC. 
 
Figure 6.12:  Francine peels the bark off the cypress knee 
 
 
                                                                                                                               Sara Maxwell photo 
Work commences on the cypress knee on 5 March 2018 
 
The fresh wood under the bark had the subtle but very rich aroma of over-ripe pear.  The 
wood, when first exposed under the bark, was buff-colored, but it quickly darkened under 
exposure to oxygen.  As Francine scraped the wood surface with a small serrated kitchen knife, 
the tone of the wood lightened again.  For the next hour, Francine would remove bark and scrape 
at the wood of the cypress knee, subtly altering the shape, and without offering theories about 
what or whom Francine intended to represent in the final art work. 
On 9 August 2018, I interviewed Francine about politics, plants, and her relationship to her 
art work.  In that interview, I referred to an earlier conversation I had had with her: 
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SM:  Sara Maxwell 
FS:  Francine Scott 
 
SM:  I was real interested in what you were telling me over dinner last night about the cypress 
knee that you sold, the one that I watched you make, and documented you making it.  And 
you had a conversation with the husband of the woman that you sold it to, and he was 
amazed when you said that you didn’t actually sculpt that shape, the woman, the earth 
mother, Mother Earth (the name of the sculpture).  So what does that mean?  Do you think 
the plant sculpted the woman? 
FS:   It’s the root that comes from the cypress tree.  It’s a root.  And swamps are full of them.  
And you never find two that are alike.  They’re so different and unique in their own.  And 
when you peel the bark off, me, I can, and I don’t know if it’s because of my Indian 
culture, but you can actually see things in them:  Faces, people, animals. 
SM:  Yeah, that’s the part I’m trying to get at.  When you peel the bark off and see things, do 
you feel that the plant is trying to communicate with you? 
FS:   Our ancestors, like during the Trail of Tears, when they would travel, they walked the 
river banks.  Some of them even died there.  And, you know when spirits, you know?  
Mm-hm.  Yeah.  They even actually died, walking, they died.  It’s amazing.  It’s hard 
to even try to describe. 
SM:  So, the cypress knees that you harvest and turn into art, are you saying that a spirit of an 
ancestor might be housed in that knee? 
FS:   I’m thinking it, but if you tell a lot of people that, they think you’re crazy.   
 
(Scott 2018) (Sara Maxwell emphasis added later) 
 
 
In the second session of fashioning Mother Earth, on 13 March 2018, Francine returned to 
the topic of where the shapes in the wood for her sculptures come from.  While tracing Mother 
Earth’s hair, she commented:  “I mean, you can actually see the body in her hair.  I like to 
observe (the contours of the wood) and look at it, because you can actually see stuff in it.  
People, animals.  … Our ancestors, they roamed the river bank.  They walked beside the river.  
They followed the river.  And some of them fell dead there.  Everything has got a purpose. … 
Communicating.  Because cypresses are old.  They’re very old.  The cypress tree?  And these are 
the roots from it.  I think these are the little babies from it” (Scott 2018b). 
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Figure 6.13:  Francine traces the hair 
 
 
                                                                                                                               Sara Maxwell photo 
During the second Mother Earth session, on 13 March, Francine traces 
the woman’s hair using a wood burning tool that left a black or dark 
brown mark as it singed the skin of the sculpture 
 
Toward the end of the 5 March carving session, Francine and Gertha both got very excited.  
Francine had stripped the bark off all but the very top of the cypress knee, and they had 
discovered a shape in the wooden object. 





                                                                                                 Still from Sara Maxwell video 
Francine talks excitedly to her friend Gertha Collins, saying she intends 
to add feathers to the head of the woman they had just discovered in the 
cypress knee 
 
I captured the moment in an 11-second snippet of video.  Gertha says, “I see a woman!”  
Francine comments:  “I could do her regalia!” and  “Oh, that’s her!    (Scott 2018)  The snippet 
suggests that the two friends had discovered the shape simultaneously, but a review of the audio 
recording for the entire carving session amplifies Gertha’s role in the identification of the figure.  
The video snippet is from minute 44 on the audio recording.  After Francine explains early in the 
session that she does not so much carve as decorate for lack of carving tools, Gertha comments 
in minute 23:  “Imagine if you could carve me out of it.  Imagine if you could carve a face” 
(Scott 2018).  Francine responds, relating the story of a figure she had carved in the past on a 
cypress knee sculpture, that of the widow of Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina Bear Clan Chief 
Leon Locklear (see Chapter 5).   
What follows is a transcription of the audio recording just before the video snippet in minute 
44.  The womens’ voices rise to an excited shout throughout this passage: 
FS:  Francine Scott 
GC:  Gertha Collins 
 
 (Sounds of scraping.  Francine has now scraped the entire cypress knee except for the very top) 
FS:  Finished, just about.  Got a little nip-nip-nip. 
GC:  I would see a woman in that. 
FS:  You see something. 
GC:  I see a woman! 
FS:  Ooooooh, right here.  Holding the baby! 
GC:  I see a woman taking form in that. 




These exchanges allow us to follow the multilayered emergence of an artistic work.  Francine 
Scott hears messages from her ancestors who laid down their lives on the very riverbanks where 
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her cypress knee would grow.  And indeed, those messages could not reach her if the Taxodium 
distichum had not grown and parted with its stabilizing knees.  Arrived in the studio, Francine 
acknowledges the “agency contained within the very material of the work to be made” (Despret 
2016) as she allows the shapes to guide her work.  And finally, it is the perspective of a human 
friend that provides the insight for representation.  Gertha Collins commented later that she had 
initially been joking when she suggested that Francine carve her (Gertha’s) face.  In any case, it 
is clear from the audio recording of the 5 March 2018 carving session that Gertha played an 
important role in Francine recognizing the shape of a woman in the cypress knee. 
From this multilayered narrative of “a woman taking form in” a cypress knee (Gertha 
Collins’s words), we are reminded of Kriti Sharma’s concept of the way in which all of our 
being, all of our actions, are a matter of “mutual constitution” (Sharma 2015, page 103).  When 
we think of the artist as the subject and the cypress knee as the object, the foregoing multilayered 
story of the discovery of a shape on which to add an image calls forth Sharma’s words:  “In 
short, not the object or the subject or the process that links them is firm ground.  None of them 
exists intrinsically, so none of them can be the fundamental support for the others.  Their stability 
arises precisely from their interdependence – they keep each other in place contingently” 
(Sharma 2015, page 100). 
Shortly after finishing the sculpture on 19 March 2018, Francine described it in the following 
manner:  “She’s called Mother Earth.  She’s coming up out of the Earth and she’s got her baby, 
and she’s on the back of a turtle.  …  And it’s done on cypress wood” (Scott 2018c; see Figure 




It is in this way that the artists engage the materials, the materials engage the artists, and the 
plants engage both, for all three artists discussed in this chapter:  an affective ecology, an 
engagement that is sensuous and bodily, and that reaches across the generations from Tuscarora 
ancestors to the present.  The material, physical engagement between the plant materials and the 
artists in the studio is never just that:  this engagement is the very stuff that establishes the actor-
network, that mobilizes the assemblage, and that allows for further connections in a network that 







CHAPTER 7:  PLANTS’ AND PLANT MATERIALS’ ROLES IN THE POLITICAL 
LIVES OF THE TUSCARORA 
 
In this project, I focus on an Actor-Network approach to agency, whereby I focus on what 
plants and plant materials do in networks that include human artists and political activists, 
forests, state legislatures, drills, awls, chainsaws, and swamps. I focus on the work that plants 
perform for humans, for themselves, for each other, and for other species.  In this chapter, I focus 
on the ways that plants and plant materials are active in the political lives of the Tuscarora.   
To return to the cypress knee Francine Scott decorated with a likeness of and the name and 
dates of birth and death of Leon Locklear’s wife, and a memorial inscription.  We shall now 
discuss the political work that the plant and the plant materials performed.  Someone harvested a 
cypress knee from a cypress tree, probably somewhere in North Carolina, probably in Robeson 
County or a neighboring county.  She or he gave the knee to Francine to turn into art.  Using a 
wood burning tool, Francine created the likeness of Leon Locklear’s wife, along with the words 
and dates memorializing her after her death:  “DEDICATED TO OUR TURTLE CLAN 
MOTHER BETHEA LOCKLEAR6.”  Francine then gave the art to the woman’s widower, Leon.  
Leon not only kept it, but made it a centerpiece of the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina’s 
museum in Maxton.  That is how and why state Senator Jane Smith saw it, was impressed and 
moved, and commented upon it.  The state senator had visited the Nation in the summer of 2016 
in order to learn how she could help them in their bid for state recognition. 
 




Did the cypress, who was the source for the cypress knee, want its knee to be used in this 
way?  Did the tree intend for this to happen?  We do not know.  We will therefore set 
intentionality aside and focus on the work the plant and the knee perform in the lives of the 
Tuscarora. 
The cypress knee we are talking about here is the knee as work of art, the knee decorated 
with a picture of and words about an important Tuscarora leader, by some considered the mother 
of the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina (most people on the TNNC’s four acres just outside of 
Maxton are related to each other, and Bethea Locklear is the mother, grandmother, or great 
grandmother of most of them.)  The artwork’s power derives from two things:  the intimate and 
the societal aspects. 
In state Senator Smith’s conversation with the chief, it is clear that Smith respected and 
honored Locklear’s long-lived intimate relationship with his wife.  The emotional impact of 
contemplating the life, and death, of a person so important to the man standing next to her, was 
evident in the situation. 
Secondly, the sculpture conveys something important about Tuscarora culture, community, 
history, and politics.  The sculpture lists the woman’s accomplishments, including that she co-
founded the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina pow-wow. So the sculpture, in addition to 
helping to tell an emotionally powerful story of love and companionship, also recounts the 
political activities of the woman.  Leon’s wife is not the only one who is politically active in this 
situation:  It is also the sculpture, which calls her back to life for Smith.   
For the Tuscarora artists I interviewed for this dissertation, the plants and plant materials they 
sourced from the woods around them performed an important political function.  After they had 
become objects of art and utility with the help of the artists, these plants had the opportunity to 
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help form political, economic, and social networks that bound together the forest, the Tuscarora 
Indians, other Native Americans, and the greater settler society of North Carolina and of the 
United States.  To the world, Elisha Locklear’s bread bowls, Rick Jones’s smoking pipes, and 
Francine Scott’s decorated cypress knees, announce to the Tuscarora people, other tribes, and to 
the settler state:  We are Tuscarora, We are here, and We are proud.  With their presence, their 
beauty, their usefulness, and their evidence of the artisan’s skills and traditions, these plants-in-
art-form demand others’ recognition of Tuscarora sovereignty. 
Admirers of Tuscarora arts might not a priori accept Tuscarora sovereignty, but the 
admiration of these pieces of art whom the admirer knows to have been produced by a 
Tuscarora, has the effect that the admirer comes to understand something about Tuscarora 
culture.  Whether the settler state recognizes Tuscarora sovereignty or not, these pieces of art are 
indelible proof of the Tuscaroras’ past, present, and future existence.  As the admirer’s 
understanding of Tuscarora culture and history grows, de facto Tuscarora sovereignty gets a 
boost in the process. 
This happens whether the artist has worked explicitly and actively for Tuscarora sovereignty 
or not.  Francine Scott does not have the political resume that Rick Jones and Elisha Locklear 
have, in terms of participation with activist groups and formally constituted tribal governments, 
but her art work is no less important in proclaiming Tuscarora culture and sovereignty to the 
world.   
Rick Jones, like the other Tuscarora artists I interviewed for this project, is aware of his art’s 
ability to open doors for him, to make people take note of the Tuscarora.  It was a crisp March 
Sunday morning in 2013.  Tuscarora elders and tribal members from all around Robeson County 
came together on a plot of land owned by Kendall Locklear and took part in the recently formed 
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One Fire Council, an effort by the Robeson County Tuscarora to bring different factions 
together.  Also present were Joy Davis and his family.  Davis was a Mohawk from New York 
whom Rick Jones had previously met during a visit to the Western United States, and Rick had 
been impressed with Joy’s spirituality and dedication to Native American culture.  At one point 
in the ceremony, Rick passed around a greenbrier root (rhizome) pipe, a pipe whose head he had 
collected in the ground, a pipe Rick had fashioned himself.  As One Fire Council members and 
visitors passed the pipe around and smoked it, participants raised prayers to the heavens for sick 
and injured members of the community who could not be present that day.  As Rick would later 
explain in a telephone interview with me on 25 June 2019:  “If you go to a ceremony, you don’t 
go for yourself.  You go for somebody that’s sick” (Jones 2019). 
So, the plant, in its new form as a smoking pipe, played an integral role in a ceremony that is 
spiritual and cultural, but also political.  On the one hand, community members came together to 
smoke and to pray for absent ill ones.  But at the same time, this Sunday event brought together 
leaders and community members of different Tuscarora factions around Robeson County, so the 
pipe ended up playing a key role in an effort to unite the greater Tuscarora Nation in the county.  
And it was not only an example of Tuscarora nation building.  Joy Davis, a member of the 
Mohawk Nation, was present as well.  The Mohawk Nation is one of the six nations that make up 
the Iroquois Confederacy in what is now New York state, a confederacy the Tuscarora Nation 
joined after many Tuscarora were evicted from North Carolina in the 18th Century, after the 
bloody four-year war between the Tuscarora Nation and the Carolina Colony (LaVere 2013).  
The Tuscarora Nation reservations in New York and in Ontario have been recognized by the 
United States and Canadian federal governments (Tuscarora 2019).  And yet, the role of the 
Tuscarora within the Iroquois Confederacy and the role of North Carolina’s Tuscarora within the 
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greater Tuscarora community never cease to be contested, because of the Tuscaroras’ junior 
status within the confederacy and the North Carolina Tuscarora lack of settler state recognition.  
So, the participation of a member of the Mohawk Nation at a North Carolina Tuscarora 
ceremony was politically significant.  The plant, now a pipe, played an integral role in a political 
act, forging closer bonds in intertribal relations as well. 
For Elisha Locklear, “Indianness” has always been a passport to understanding not only 
himself but also for others to understand his community.  “You had asked a question relative to 
tribalism in our community,” Locklear told me during an interview at his house in Harpers Ferry, 
North Carolina, in 2015 (Locklear 2015).  “Indianness.  As a child growing up I always 
had Indianness in my life and my community.  Any time I went to my grandmother’s house, 
where she was raised, they all had shakers and things that they used at powwows for 
dancing.  They would have made and painted them themselves.  The longhouse that our family 
was a part of actually sat between what used to be U.S. 74 and Old Baker Road.  And this 
longhouse went on with ceremonies every Saturday until 1951 that I recall, and every Saturday 
we had dancing, people would take food, they’d have food over there, they’d have dancing, 
they’d have ceremonies.  People would come from other communities to be part of it”  (Locklear 
2015.) 
Locklear argued in a 2018 interview that the traditional ecological knowledge and cultural 
knowledge the Tuscarora display in the sourcing and processing of their arts materials is an 
indispensable part of their recognition struggle:  “In that, the crafts and plants paired up with the 
Native person, show the Native person as a traditional Native person, and when people in other 
parts of the country see you living off the land and doing your traditional thing with plants off 
the land, they see you as being tribal, they see you as being of the Earth, really, because you are 
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living out of the river, you are living out of the water, you are living out of the woods,” Locklear 
said (Locklear 2018) (Maxwell emphasis).  In speaking of crafts and plants “paired up with” 
Native people here, Elisha Locklear shows that he is all too aware of the network that all three 
help to form.   
It was Locklear’s heritage and heritage-based arts and crafts that helped give him entrée into 
the political worlds of the American Indian Movement (AIM), whose leaders and co-founders 
became close personal friends of his, and of the Tuscarora Tribe of North Carolina, of which he 
is Cultural Chief, responsible for the tribe’s ceremonies and maintenance of cultural heritage.  It 
is the Tuscarora Tribe of North Carolina that would file a federal petition for recognition in 1989 
(TTNC 1989).  Plants therefore helped give Locklear entrée to the political worlds of Native 
Americans from other tribes associated with the American Indian Movement, but also with 
officials of the settler state:  Petitions for federal recognition are handled by the federal Bureau of 
Indian Affairs. 
Working together with American Indian Movement leaders does not always have to take the 
form of protest actions covered by the national media.  Elisha Locklear and AIM co-founder 
Dennis Banks collaborated in officiating at a wedding of a Tuscarora couple in Robeson County 




Figure 7.1:  Elisha Locklear and AIM co-founder Dennis Banks take part in a wedding in 
Robeson County in 2017 
 
 
                                                                                                      Photo provided by Elisha Locklear 
The picture was taken shortly before Banks, right, died in 2017.  
Locklear is in full regalia as cultural chief of the Tuscarora Tribe of 
North Carolina 
 
Mr. Elisha’s plant-based arts, his political collaboration with AIM, and his connection with 
the Tuscarora and the greater world coincided at this 2017 wedding.  He presented the bride and 
groom with a genealogy gourd (Cucurbita species) that he had decorated himself and that traced 
the heritages of the families that were being conjoined that day.  The fashioning and presentation 








                                                                                                      Photo provided by Elisha Locklear 
The groom’s mother looks on in background 
 
The gourd collaborated with Elisha Locklear in solidifying a social and political network that 
also included other Tuscaroras, as well as a prominent Native American activist, well-known on 
the national and international stage. 
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Figure 7.3:  Dennis Banks with the groom’s mother 
 
 
                                                                                                      Photo provided by Elisha Locklear 
The picture was taken later on the wedding weekend 
 
Elisha Locklear’s tupelo (Nyssa sp.) bread bowls also worked together with him to expand 
their network to Washington DC, where Elisha sold fresh produce and the bread bowls in front 
of the National Museum of the American Indian on the National Mall.  From there, he was able 
to give the bread bowls an opportunity to expand this network further, to all corners of the world, 
as museum visitors from all over the world passed by and bought bread bowls. 
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Figure 7.4:  The bread bowls and Elisha Locklear expand their network to the National Museum 
of the American Indian 
 
 
                                                                                                                                         Photo provided by Elisha Locklear 
Elisha Locklear plies his wares in 2014.  The tupelo bread bowls are 
visible to Mr. Elisha’s left, on the table behind the melons and the 
tomatoes 
 
The bread bowls were not just passengers on Mr. Elisha’s voyage to Washington DC.  He 
had a good idea of what kinds of wares would appeal to museum goers, and it was no surprise 
that the bread bowls had made the trip with him.  Elisha has worked, fashioning tupelo bread 
bowls, for thousands of hours, and he had a sense-based understanding of their quality and their 
appeal.  In the words of Vinciane Despret, “the work makes happen” (Despret 2016).  The bread 
bowls here were as active in expanding their political network as Mr. Elisha was. 
 
Elisha Locklear is not the only one whose art opened political doors for him.  Rick Jones also 
said that the arts establish a link for him to the political world.  “Well, your art art [sic] actually 
speaks louder, I should say,” he told me during an ethnographic interview at his home in 
Pembroke in 2017.  “In other words, people have more respect for you when you’re involved in 
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art art work.  When I got into the art art, that’s when it opened a lot of the doors, so to speak.  
You get to meet people running for Congress, and all sorts of things.  And you get to meet 
people out of state.  And that’s the amazing thing about it.  But your art art, if it weren’t for the 
art work, I don’t know where I’d be at as far as the politics.  Because, like I said, it opened the 
doors.  And it was a good door.  It’s good doors, I mean.  I still get calls from the guys out 
West,” Jones said (Jones 2017a). 
By ‘art art,’ Rick refers to that part of his artistic endeavor that speaks most closely to his 
subjectivity, and to his Tuscarora heritage.  It is also work that he initiated himself, as opposed to 
for example a bulk order of what he calls “wampum” (carved clam shells) (Jones 2017a).  Rick’s 
Smilax smoking pipes are an important part of his ‘art art.’  
Rick, like Elisha, became active with the American Indian Movement.  Among other actions, 
Rick joined AIM leaders and activists in protesting the European occupation of the continent on 
the occasion of the 400th anniversary of the settlement of Jamestown, Virginia, in 2007.  AIM co-
founder Vernon Bellecourt invited Rick and other Robeson County Tuscarora to the event.  It 
would be one of the last political actions Bellecourt would participate in.  He died later that year.  
Bellecourt had maintained regular contact with the Robeson Tuscarora ever since the takeover of 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs offices in Washington, DC, in the 1970’s, an action in which AIM 
and the Robeson Tuscarora had both participated. 
 It was May 2007. The American Indian Movement (AIM,) along with representatives of the 
Black Panthers and other allies, gathered outside Jamestown, on the Atlantic coast of Virginia.  It 
was the 400th anniversary of the founding of the Jamestown Settlement, one of the first 
successful settlements by British settlers in the New World. There were going to be fireworks, a 
400-piece orchestra, and a 1607-voice chorale. More than 63,000 tourists would attend the 
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weekend celebration (Jamestown 2007.)  But AIM was there to commemorate the event in their 
own way. Viewing the arrival of the Europeans as the central catastrophic event for Native 
American people, movement leaders proclaimed a National Day of Mourning that weekend.  
Hundreds of activists arrived to protest, and not just from the American Indian Movement.  The 
Black Panthers were well-represented as well, also determined to protest colonialism.  Certain 
Panthers co-founders were in attendance, as well as Malcolm X’s son.  When the Robeson 
Tuscarora contingent arrived, they were greeted by a shout of “Tuscaroras!  Tuscaroras!” from 
the group.  They were led down a cordon of heavily-armed police along the causeway connecting 
the peninsula harboring the historic settlement with the mainland.  On either side, gunboats. And 
in the sky, hovering military helicopters, gunners at the ready, perched in the open side doors. 
The military was ready to give the protesters a “heroes’ welcome.”  (Jones 2017) 
Even though the security forces had the protesters penned into a small area near old 
Jamestown, where the celebration took place, the protesters were close enough to interact with 
celebrants, some of whom heckled them.  Television news teams diverted at least part of their 
attention to the protest, and conducted several interviews with protesters.  The protesters, finally, 
had the opportunity to offer a poignant counterpoint to the festive mood of the celebration.  
(Jones 2017) 
Meanwhile, Black Panthers activists displayed poster-sized images of anti-Black violence, 
“where they had been hung.  They had pictures where dogs were tearing the flesh off of the 
Black people.  You know what I mean?  … Had them lynched.  It’ll hurt your heart when you 
look at stuff like that,” Jones recounted.  The soldiers crowding them raised the security level to 
Code Orange.  “I looked at the crew with us, I said, I don’t think we’re gonna see North Carolina 
no time soon. … things were getting a little tight.  There was a lot of cussing …” (Jones 2017). 
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In addition to hoisting the AIM flag, Jones’s most important task all day was to take care of 
Bellecourt, who was in a wheelchair at this time.  Jones was responsible for his logistics and 
security.  When tempers flared inside the security cordon, Bellecourt decided it was time to go.  
He did not want to see his Tuscarora comrades go to jail that day.  The soldiers were reluctant to 
let them through the cordon, because they had already lined up paddy wagons to transport the 
protesters to jail.  They had just raised the security level to red when an officer made an on-the-
spot decision and allowed Bellecourt and the Tuscarora contingent to board a Black Panthers van 
out of the area. Also present at this action was Rick’s wife, Tammy, longtime Robeson Tuscarora 
activist Timothy Jacobs, and Jacbos’s partner (Jones 2017.) 
Rick’s plants-based arts helped give him an entrée in the greater political world that included 
AIM leaders and Black Panthers.  Smilax laurifolia and Rick worked together to expand their 
network to make this collaboration at Jamestown possible.  Rick has also been active in 
Tuscarora cultural activities and recognition and sovereignty politics in Robeson County for 
years.  For Rick, local fame as an artist came to facilitate his political activities.  “By being an 
artist, I wouldn’t say nation-wide, but I know here, they know who I am,” Rick said (Jones 
2017a).  Rick Jones said that he became politically active in 2005, shortly before his art started 
selling in 2006.  Rick maintains that his art and political work – in addition to his spiritual 
practices -- feed each other.  “It was all intertwined with one another … Yeah, it all binds with 
one another because the more active you are in anything, the more everything else comes in play 
… you lay down with it and you get up with it,” he said.  (Jones 2017) 
Rick remembers a conversation with a woman who expressed surprise when she heard that 
there are still Tuscarora people in North Carolina.  “I said, baby, they didn’t kill us off.”  
According to Rick, Tuscaroras in wetland-covered Robeson County have traditionally referred to 
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themselves as “the people of the sinking pines,” and his attention turned to questions of political 
ecology.  According to Rick, a major development project that would have permanently changed 
the rich biodiversity of the Lumber River was stopped dead in its tracks by the appearance of a 
protected species of woodpecker.  In this complicated interaction, which involves state 
conservation officials, courts, and developers, Rick ascribes significant agency to the protected 
species itself.  “It’s not just us,” Rick argues.  “It’s the animals and stuff that’s helping to 
preserve and protect.”  When he considers the ecology of the Lumber River and wetlands around 
it in and around Robeson County, Rick’s attention returns again and again to Smilax laurifolia, 
the greenbrier whose rhizomes he carves to fashion heads for the smoking pipes he sells.  He 
thinks of wildfires that seasonally sweep through the species’ habitat, leaving the sturdy 
underground rhizome intact.  “It won’t burn – that’s amazing!” ( all preceding quotations in this 
paragraph are from Jones 2017a)  Rick never ceases to see connections between his planty art 
and politics.  In the words of Marisol de la Cadena, Rick’s art and politics “emerge in each other 
forming a complex hybridity in which the different elements composing it cannot be pulled apart 
for they are both distinct and part of each other” (Cadena 2015, page 187). 
 
Francine Scott, a native of Maxton, North Carolina, has not been as overtly political as Rick 
Jones or Elisha Locklear.  However, Francine finds ways to make political statements.  In 2017, 
Francine and I met for lunch at a restaurant in Pembroke frequented by members of a different 
local tribe, not (just) Tuscarora people.  It was a time of heated partisan rhetoric between 
Tuscarora and Lumbee leaders.  The press had been focusing on Tuscarora efforts for 
recognition.  Francine that day wore a t-shirt that read:  “WE ARE ALL NATIVE.”  At a time 
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when politicians seemed to suggest that it was a zero-sum game, that the Tuscaroras’ gain was 
the Lumbees’ loss, Francine reminded everyone that all tribes share indigeneity. 
For Francine, her art gives her the opportunity to proliferate her social network, an act that 
has political implications.  And she ascribes to the plants the most articulated and sweeping 
agency of any of the interlocutors I have interviewed for this project.  Francine believes that the 
spirits of her ancestors speak to her in the shapes of the cypress knees that are revealed after she 
peels their bark off.  So, some ancestors who would have left their lives under duress on the river 
bank might resurface decades or even centuries later in the cypress knees on that same river 
bank, according to Francine.  “Our ancestors, like during the Trail of Tears, when they would 
travel, they walked the river banks,” she told me during an interview at her home in Rennert, 
North Carolina, in 2018.  “Some of them even died there.  And, you know when spirits, you 
know?  Mm-hm.  Yeah.  They even actually died, walking, they died.  It’s amazing.  It’s hard to 
even try to describe” (Scott 2018).  
She told me of a time that the ancestors revealed themselves in the shape of a cypress knee 
whose bark she was peeling while she was sitting at the bedside of her sister, who was dying of 
cancer, some years previously.  With the help of her sister’s nurse, who had been attending to her 
sister, Francine spotted the heads and torsos of Native Americans wearing ceremonial 
headdresses in the contours of the wood.  “There’s chiefs,” Francine said.  Some time after her 
sister’s death, Francine had another opportunity to talk to her sister’s nurse about that moment.  
“And the nurse, she started crying, because she said, ‘Francine, your sister was a warrior.’” 
(Scott 2018). 
Her sister’s nurse, a former Miss Lumbee, had been known for her grace and poise dancing 
in full regalia at pow-wows.  Lumbee and Tuscarora, the two connected emotionally as they 
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worked together to ease Francine’s sister’s dying days.  And now, Francine’s cypress knee 
sculpture, Indian chiefs’ heads and all, is displayed in the nurse’s house, along with some other 
pieces by Francine, all bought by the nurse (Scott 2018). 
Here, the interconnection between Taxodium distichum, the cypress knee sculpture, Francine, 
and her sister’s nurse calls to mind Eduardo Kohn’s words, if we only exchange ‘Tuscarora and 
Lumbee’ for ‘Runa:’  “The sociality that extends to the nonhumans of the forest is also informed 
by those all-too-human histories in which the Runa, over the generations, have become 
entangled” (Kohn 2013).   
The cypress did a lot more than provide its knee.  It facilitated the expansion and 
proliferation of Francine’s social and political networks.  As Francine and the nurse grew closer, 
tending to Francine’s sister, Francine’s art achieved new emotional significance for both of them.  
And it allowed them to set their tribal differences aside and form a bond that lasts to this day. 
What made this interaction possible was Francine’s work at her sister’s bedside, as the 
Native Americans with headdresses took shape.  These “chiefs” (Francine’s word), if seen as the 
embodiment of Francine’s ancestors, could be seen as acting similarly to the carved idols Alfred 
Gell described, idols who call themselves into embodiment, using the artist as a conduit.  “The 
nature of agency exerted by the prototype is to cause the artist to produce” an image.  In other 
words, and paraphrasing Gell, the chiefs could be seen as “the bod[ies] of” Francine’s ancestors 
“in artefact-form,” revealing their “genuine, if peculiar, personhood.”   (Gell 1998, page 99) 
Whether opening doors to American Indian Movement protest actions, translating Tuscarora 
culture for the settler government, or giving an artist access to members of other tribes, these 
plants and their plant materials in the form of art were not only inextricably linked to other actors 
in these complex networks:  they were instrumental in helping to form them.  Francine Scott, 
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Rick Jones, and Elisha Locklear, have helped me show in this project that the plants and plant 








CHAPTER 8:  CONCLUSION 
 
In this dissertation, I have described particular kinds of agency exhibited by plants and plant 
materials.  They do not manifest this agency as solitary actors in a void.  The Tuscarora artists of 
Robeson County, and the plants and plant materials they work with, show that they – whether 
human or plant – work together to create their worlds.  To borrow a word from Kriti Sharma 
(2015), their actions are contingent upon other actors who are helping to make those actions 
happen.  The way plants and Tuscarora artists interact says something meaningful about how we 
all relate to congeners and members of other species.  To carry one step further a description by 
Marisol de la Cadena of different people, cultures, and places:  Humans and plants “emerge in 
each other forming a complex hybridity in which the different elements composing it cannot be 
pulled apart for they are both distinct and part of each other” (De la Cadena 2015, page 187). 
I have followed plant materials as they traveled through a network that also includes the 
plants they came from, the artists who fashioned them into art, the political activists who 
mobilized them to amplify Tuscarora sovereignty, the buyers who bought them and ultimately 
displayed them over their hearths, and the politicians who allowed the pieces of art to inspire 
them to work for Tuscarora sovereignty.  I observed plant materials and artists at work in their 
studios, engaged in “an affective ecology shaped by pleasure, play, and experimental 
propositions” (Hustak and Myers 2012, page 78).  The agency of the plant materials is evident in 
their complex interactions with the artists in the studio, in ways that engage all five senses. 
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Finally, the agency of the plants and plant materials manifests in the political lives of 
Robeson County’s Tuscarora.  The plants do not always join enthusiastically in the networks that 
mobilize Tuscarora sovereignty.  The greenbrier (Smilax laurifolia L.) held jealously onto its 
rhizome for hours as Rick Jones and I sweated and swore, attempting to dig up a massive 
complex of tendrils with a shovel.  It took the ministrations of a backhoe – a massive piece of 
earth moving equipment with an internal combustion engine – to separate the rhizome from the 
rest of the plant, and from the ground.  This was an emphatic display of the plant’s own agency, 
announcing it was not ready to part with all of its rhizome.  But once mobilized, the plant 
materials in art form help tell the story of the Tuscarora to the world and pull members of the 
community into social networks that include members of other tribes, and citizens and officials 
of the settler state, finally joining all together into what Bruno Latour has termed a “Parliament 
of Things” (1993). 
And the plant material’s agency is perhaps never more pronounced than when it inspires 
human artists to recognize their ancestors in its knobby forms, and when it inspires them to carve 
it to highlight these shapes, a process that, to paraphrase Gell, does not result in a depiction of 
the ancestor, but rather the body of the ancestor in artefact form (from Gell 1998, page 99).  
Tuscarora artist Francine Scott experienced this process as she watched the forms of Native 
American chiefs, and a mother and her child, emerging in the wood. 
What has not been explicitly explored above are the disadvantages for indigenous people of 
seeking recognition from the settler state.  The irony of seeking confirmation of authenticity 
from outsiders has not been lost on Native Americans.  Native Americans are essentially asking 
representatives of the settler state to confirm that they are they.  This adds a layer of 
complication to Francine Scott’s cypress knee sculpture in the Tuscarora Nation of North 
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Carolina museum.  On the one hand, it impressed a state senator with an “authentic” example of 
Native American arts, and by telling the story of a Native American leader and a dear loved one 
to Bear Clan Chief Leon Locklear.  On the other hand, it is an example of how Native American 
arts are misappropriated in certain instances.  The piece might inspire a representative of the 
settler state to recognize The Tuscarora in North Carolina, but is it worth the trouble?  It is 
unlikely that Francine Scott would have carved the sculpture to impress the settler state.  The 
process of seeking recognition itself carries with it a measure of humiliation from those who do 
not need outsider confirmation of who they are. 
The Bethea Locklear memorial cypress knee sculpture serves as an example of the 
representational power of wild-native-plants-based arts in the political lives of the Tuscarora.  
This  sculpture, carved out of the materials of a wetland plant, moved a North Carolina state 
senator to work on behalf of the Tuscarora.  Based on state Senator Jane Smith’s emotional 
response, it was more eloquent in advocating on behalf of the Tuscarora than an hour-long 
political speech by Tuscarora Beaver Clan Chief Mitchell Locklear (Leon’s son) to Smith, which 
immediately preceded the museum visit.  The encounter between Mitchell Locklear, the cypress 
knee sculpture, and Senator Smith begs another question, however:  Why do the Tuscarora have 
to reach outside their own community to find approval? 
I spent the fieldwork summer of 2016 collaborating with the Tuscarora Nation of North 
Carolina in their quest for recognition, and helped bring Senator Smith to the Tuscarora Nation.  
By the end of the summer, however, it appeared that Mitchell had begun to sour on the decades-
long recognition quest.  In a one-on-one, informal conversation toward the end of my stay at the 
Nation that summer, Mitchell told me that he had been in conversation with some longtime 
political consultants who were questioning why the Nation was seeking state recognition in the 
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first place.  “From now on, it’s going to be all about sovereignty,” he told me.  Indeed, whether 
the settler state recognized the Tuscarora Nation of North Carolina or not, the sovereignty of the 
Tuscarora overall was something over which the settler state had little control. 
This was my last conversation with Mitchell Locklear before these words were written.  A 
few months later, on 16 March 2017, federal agents arrested Mitchell and six others.  The federal 
government charged them with drug trafficking, and Mitchell was sentenced to 15 years in 
prison the following year (Staff 2018.)  It would not be the first time a Tuscarora had run afoul of 
the (settler) law.  Militant action had led Tuscarora activists on a collision course with the settlers 
since the 18th Century, and continued into the 20th Century with occupations of the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs (1972) and the Robesonian newspaper (1988,) and the opening of casinos in 2017 
on the basis of an argument of Tuscarora tribal sovereignty (see Figure 8.1).  Another well-
known Tuscarora activist was arrested in connection with the operation of one of those casinos:  
Timothy Jacobs, who was also involved in the Robesonian occupation in 1988.  It would be 
inappropriate for me to speculate here on the motivations that led Mitchell Locklear to his 
present situation.  One thing is clear, however.  The Tuscarora are likely to continue to act as a 




 Figure 8.1:  A sign outside a Robeson County Tuscarora casino in 2018 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                Source:  WRAL 
Federal agents arrested the operators of the county’s Tuscarora casinos on 23 July 2018.  The Tuscarora in North 
Carolina are not recognized by the state or federal governments, and do not have a reservation recognized by the 
settler state.  This fact left the Tuscarora undeterred.  A sign outside a Robeson County Tuscarora casino highlights 
Tuscarora sovereignty as justification for the casino itself.   
 
Future research 
Considering plants as agentic beings opens many possible avenues of future research.  Given 
the prevalence of agribusiness monoculture in the state of North Carolina, primary crop plants 
could be considered as exploited workers who are alienated from the product of their labor.  
Soybeans are one of the most important field crops in the state (www.netstate.com).  In the case 
of soybeans, their offspring are the product of their labor, and they are alienated from their 
offspring as the crop of beans is harvested.  This circumstance would allow for a Marxist 
analysis of plant labor; after all, ecologists refer to plants as ‘primary producers.’  The method of 
research for this type of study would be plant ethnography, following the call of Eben Kirksey 
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(2014) and others to pursue multispecies ethnography.  This could involve participant 
observation on a soybean farm in North Carolina, tracing the processes involved in cultivating 
and harvesting soybeans.  Ethnographic interviews with planters and farm workers could also be 
part of this project. 
Tuscarora artists, and the swamp cypresses, tupelo, and greenbriers with whom they work, 
are fighting together to survive and thrive in one of the most ecologically, economically, and 
politically threatened places on Earth.  The Robeson County forests on which the Tuscarora have 
relied for centuries for sustenance and gratification are in a century-old process of being 
devoured by swamp drainage and urban and agricultural development.  The historic longleaf pine 
savanna that once spread across this landscape has been decimated.  The very activities in which 
the Tuscarora engage in Robeson County’s forests are therefore reason for hope and research for 
the future.   
Forest product extraction by the Tuscarora artists with whom I have been working appears to 
be on the level of very limited extraction for small-scale personal and commercial (artistic) use.  
A possible route for future research is to evaluate these extraction activities as engines of 
conservation.  The hypothesis here would be that those who stand to gain from a landscape 
economically and culturally have an interest in conserving it.  This would involve a paradigm 
shift for some conservationists and members of the public, who tend to label all nontimber forest 
product extraction as parasitic and environmentally damaging.  As Fikret Berkes (2017) has 
shown, the ultimate result of extraction depends on who is doing the extracting, and how.  
Gazing out at the swamp behind his house, the same wetland system that has yielded him the 
materials for his art, pipe maker Rick Jones proclaimed, about the wetland:  “To be truthful about 
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